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wiser to plan the Conference for more than the two days which 
were actually used. It was the Committee’s feeling, however, that 
significantly more of the important interested people would be able 
to attend a two-day meeting than one of longer duration and that 
the fundamental purposes of the Conference would be best 
accomplished by the shorter meeting. 

Those paper that were presented appeared to fall naturally into 
four different interdisciplinary Groups. These were, with the 
authors of the papers in the order presented: 

I. Perception of the Environment 

Farley; von Foerster; Estes; Rosenblatt. 

II. Effects of Environmental Feedback 
Auerbach; Goldman; Bishop. 

HI. Learning in Finite Automata 

Newell, Shaw, Simon; Milner; Minsky; Campbell. 

IV. Structure of Self-Organizing Systems 
Pask; McCulloch; Burks. 

The Committee wishes to thank each of these authors and 
co-authors, as well as Drs. Leedy, Weyl and Uttley, for participating 
in the Conference and helping to make it a success. Their assistance 
is greatly appreciated. 

The papers in Groups I and II were presented during the first 
day under the Chairmanship of Dr. Otto M. Schmitt, Departments 
of Zoology and Physics, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, 
Minnesota. The papers in Groups III and IV were presented during 
the second day under the Chairmanship of Dr. John McCarthy, 
Department of Mathematics, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 
Cambridge, Massachusetts. The Committee wishes to express its 
thanks to Dr. Schmitt and Dr. McCarthy for the excellent way in 
which they handled the presentations and the subsequent discussions. 
They were instrumental in bringing out many interesting points 
that would not otherwise have arisen. The success of the Conference 
was due in large part to these Chairmen. 

Each of the papers was scheduled for thirty minutes, with ten 
minutes allotted for questions. At the end of each day a panel, 
made up of the authors who spoke that day and the Chairman for 
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the day held an open discussion, with questions and comments 
being welcomed from the audience. It was apparent in the editing 
a many o the comments in the open discussions were directed 
at specific papers which had been presented that day and were 
therefore accordingly placed after the appropriate papers in the 
written proceedings in the interest of clarity for the reader. 

AH of the papers presented at the Conference are included in 
these Proceedings in the order presented, each followed by the 
appropriate discussion as explained above, with the exception of 
the paper entitled “ Progress on the Advice Taker ” by Dr. Marvin 
Minsky, Department of Mathematics, Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology, Cambridge, Massachusetts. Because of other comitt- 
ments it was not possible for Dr. Minsky to submit his manuscript 
prior to publication of the Proceedings. It is expected that the paper 
will eventually be submitted to one of the scientific journals for 
publication. 

The Committee which planned this Conference was made up of 
Marshall C. Yovits, Office of Naval Research, Chairman; Scott 
Cameron, Armour Research Foundation, Secretary; Albert R. 
Dawe, Office of Naval Research; Gordon D. Goldstein, Office of 
Naval Research; Harold Kantner, Armour Research Foundation- 
and Maynard Shelly, Office of Naval Research. 

For the Committee, 


Marshall C. Yovits, Chairman 
Head, Information Systems Branch 
Office of Naval Research 
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WELCOME ADDRESS 

H. A. Leedy 

Director , Armour Research Foundation , 
Illinois Institute of Technology 


I am pleased to have the opportunity to welcome you to tins 
Conference on behalf of the Armour Research Foundation and to 
say that we hope you will find your visit to Chicago an enjoyable 
one. We also hope that you will find the events of the next twodays 

both stimulating and rewarding. The Armour esearc ° u 
has been pleased to have the opportunity to work with the Office of 
Naval Research in the organization of this rather unique Conference. 
While the concept of an interdisciplinary conference is certainly 
not a new one, the universality of the problem which this Conference 
has assembled to discuss is attested to not only by the mtop of the 
formal program and the group in attendance, but also by the 
extensive correspondence we have received from scientists m sue 
diverse fields as psychology, linguistics, neurophysiology, embryo¬ 
logy, information theory, biology, psychiatry, mathematics, cosmo¬ 
logy and the social sciences as well as those concerned with th 
development of information systems. While to a large e^emt this 
interest can be explained in terms of man s natural preoccupation 
with himself and his apparent ability to create islands of decreasing 
entropy, it is our feeling that it also derives from an m«eas ng 
conviction that a coherent theory of organization is essential to the 
solution of the truly overwhelming information processing problems 
which confront our modern civilization. It is liope that 
this Conference will represent at least a small stpinths 
direction. Although the interdisciplinary makeup of the Con¬ 
ference will undoubtedly create certain problems in commun 
cation, we feel that the benefits to be derived from the 
of these problems more than compensates for the effort 
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At thls t ' me 1 sh ould like to introduce to you Dr. F. Joachim Wevl 
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OPENING TALK 

Dr. F. Joachim Weyl 
Research Director , Office of Naval Research 
Washington , D.C. 


Good morning, self-organizing systems. I am indeed very happy 
to find the Office of Naval Research joining with the Armour 
Research Foundation in organizing this Coherence on what 
personally consider an exceedingly important topic, and doing th 
at such a well chosen time, as the attendance indicates. 

The choice of the time is particularly significant in my personal 

life too. For the last nine months the Department of Defense of the 

United States of America has been in the throes of an organiza¬ 
tional effort which shows reasonably clearly that we are still a long 
way from understanding what makes a self-organizing system. 

Now joking aside, let us not completely dismiss the military 
establishment of a country as large as the United St f eS . I ‘ furn '^ 
an example of one major class of real systems of the type jat we 
must learn to understand in order to get to the bottom of the story 
that will be told during the next few days. The other two, flanking 
the social organization, are respectively the computer systems and 
the biological organisms. I have the feeling that we wi 1 rapidly 
find growing up a vocabulary in the field that draws freely on the 
preformed vocabularies from those three classes of organizations. 
Each of them has one characteristic aspect I feel, to teach us, and 
brings with it a typical class of problems whose understanding and, 
if you will pardon my harkening back to my own professional past, 
mathematical transluminations will be the important job of this 

fid From the area of computers we will in the long run draw ouressen- 
tial understanding of the element of memory that is absolutely an 
inevitably present in what you might designate in the future a 
self-organizing systems. You might go so far, and I have done it, 
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F. Joachim Weyl 

as to say that a computer is nothing but a means for a memory to get 
from one state to another. s 

1 would say that the biological organism will probably have to 
be relied on to furnish the insight into the second of these major 
basw elements. I think the biologists have learned to cal/it 
differentiation. In any system that will evolve it is quite clearly 

hemnop^ * s °m e events take place that will split from a mass of 
homogeneous, of alike elements, one group specializing in one 
direction as distinct from another. 

The third of these basic elements I would like to call to your 

iTmelirt f S T £d b6St ’ 1 W ° Uld Say ’ “ social organizations. 
Let me call it for the purpose here, subordination, or if you wish 

e executive function. It probably presents itself most purely and 

organizTons % ^ “ dcaMng with these large social 

r t^ U / hree ° f „ th f m have a certain num ber of elements in common 
;° U Wl11 aU agree with me tha ‘ to-day the concept of organiza- 
” lat IS emerg ' ng ls ess entially a communication and information 
fteoretical one. As such, you will find inevitably two things entering. 
On the one hand, the entire mathematical apparatus of signal to 

as° thafof t “r Sta . tlStlCa ' ln nature ’ making use of such apparatuses 
I* V f teS , tmg hypotheses, decision theory, and so forth. The 
other physical complex of ideas that enters depends on the nature 
of time and its characteristic irreversibility in any physical system. 

When dealing with memory in all of its aspects, you realize that 
for evolutionary processes to take place you need the equivalent 
pw : t hat v the gen f“; Ists ^ called mutations, essentially random 

th!t fin ° U f Se su PP ,emen ted by a natural selection process 
that filters out from these random fluctuations about a static 
equilibrium those that lie to the right, as it were, on the evolution¬ 
ary upper directed branch, from those that lie to the left along 
evolutionary downward directed branches. 

In the problem of differentiation you will find problems of the 
same nature inevitably occurring. Starting with the homogeneous 
group of elements that are destined for differentiation, some initial 
triggering mechanism is needed to push one group in one direction 
as distinguished from another m another direction. In other words 
environment containing noise has to be relied on to furnish the trig¬ 
gering mechanism on which the long-term selection rule will operate. 
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Opening Talk 

The last remark I wanted to call to your attention lies in the 
following direction. A great deal has already been thought an 
said about the characteristic operation of evolutionary systems 
and a nomenclature is growing up that I first encountered in a 
paper by Hans Bremermann where he speaks of the Eigen-model 
of its environment that such a system carries, systematically working 
at its improvement. 

The titles of the papers following in the next two days use different 
words to describe similar situations. Now in this storage process 
of Eigen-models of the environment one tends to stress always, in 
the area of biological systems in particular, the similarity between 
the genetic apparatus and the central nervous system as systems that 
operate in this fashion. I would like briefly to point out also that 
there is a profound complementarity between them which you will 
seek quickly if I step across the border to the class of social organiza¬ 
tions as an example. Anyone who has concerned himself with 
social organizations as I have during the last few months (in the 
attempt to see how the Office of Naval Research ought to look in 
the future) will realize that he has to deal with two types of organiza¬ 
tional patterns, you might call it the formal organization and the 
informal organization. In a sense, the formal organization I would 
like to parallel to the genetic apparatus in the biological system. It 
contains, as it were, the a priori pattern that is given for an 
organizational apparatus. The informal organization, on the other 
hand, I would like to parallel to the central nervous system which 
within that pattern establishes a kind of loosely drawn, continually 
changing and quite locally adaptable pattern of hierarchically alter¬ 
ing, informational traffic. So that in a certain way, and very 
speculatively, I would like to call to your attention the possible 
fruitfulness of seeing systematically how two such different types of 
organizations, the predetermined, predrawn, blueprint type of 
pattern on the one hand, and the fluid, adaptive type of organization 
on the other interact and influence each other in the creation of 
such systems. 

You could not, I hope did not, expect from me more than such 
indications of where I think fruitful problems lie. I have no 
solutions, but I am an eager learner and shall listen to what follows 
in order to see where I discern the beginnings of answers. I hope 
that as the papers of the next few days roll by, you will really make 





SELF-ORGANIZING MODELS FOR 
LEARNED PERCEPTION* 

Belmont G. Farley| 

M.I.T ., Lincoln Laboratory , Lexington , Maw. 

Abstract-—A framework of ideas is suggested for models of systems which 
automatically organize themselves to classify environmental inputs into 
recognizable percepts or “ patterns.” The models operate by computing 
properties ’ of environmental inputs and comparing the results with 
stored classes of properties to select percepts. Property-classes may be 
formed from existing lists of properties by operating on the environmental 
input with suitable rules, and the computation of additional properties 
may be organized also. 

It is suggested that such models, especially on account of their non¬ 
linear character, should be able to perform many of the functions of 
learned perception as observed in living organisms. They should also 
prove useful for engineering and scientific purposes. Neurophysiological 
realization of the models seems possible. 

Much investigation of the behavior of such models with various rules in 
various environments is necessary, however, to verify these suggestions. 

INTRODUCTION 

Every living organism must be able to classify the input stimuli 
presented by its environment in such a way as to ensure its survival. 
Simple organisms depend to a large extent on relatively specific 
predetermined classification procedures, while the more sophisticated 
possess in large measure the ability to organize their classification 
procedures to take account of increasingly complex features of their 
environment (This self-organizing ability is called “learned 
perception^ 

Much information about perception and its learning has been 
accumulated, and many theories proposed to account for the facts 
or various aspects of them. Allport (1955) has reviewed many of 

* The work reported in this paper was performed by Lincoln Laboratory, a cen¬ 
ter for research operated by Massachusetts Institute of Technology with the joint 
support of the U.S. Army, Navy, and Air Force. 

f Staff member, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Lincoln Laboratory. 
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these theories. This paper represents an attempt to contribute to 
the class of ideas for theories about learned perception which try 
to account for at least the main stumbling-blocks of perception and 
its self-organization, and at the same time leave room for neuro¬ 
physiological realization in plausible ways. Needless to say, there 
remain many gaps in the formulation, and the intent is to construct 
a framework or “ apparatus ” of ideas to suggest directions for 
further work, rather than present a “ theory ” in any rigorous 
sense. 

A short discussion of previous work will be given first. 

Perhaps the first attempts to link perception and physiology were 
made by the gestalt school of psychologists, who also discovered 
so many facts of perception which provide stumbling blocks to 
theory. These attempts, particularly by Lashley and Kohler, are 
reviewed by Allport (1955). They postulated fields in the cortex, 
which provided interactions by forces and interference patterns. 
These attempts, although interesting and provocative, were not made 
very definite, and were not related to physiology at the neuron level. 

Pitts and McCulloch (1947) constructed a “ mathematico-neuro- 
logical ” model to account for perception of “ universal ” of form, 
but did not suggest a mechanism for learning. Walter (1953) 
constructed specific models for conditioning, but applied them only 
to this simple case. Shimbel (1950) and others also discussed some 
simple models of neural learning. Reference should also be made 
to the work of Frankel (1955). —, 

D. O. Hebb, in his book jlfte Organization of Behaviorj was 
perhaps the first to consider the psychological facts of perception 
in considerable detail and relate them to a fairly specific neuro¬ 
physiological model. Although his neurophysiological model 
contained serious defects, his discussion of the problems in 
perceptual theory remains provocative. We will assume the reader 
is familiar with at least the first three chapters. His work was the 
stimulus for several efforts to investigate neural models, among 
them the first paper of the present author with W. A. Clark (1954). 
Since this work is related to the possible neurophysiological realiza¬ 
tion of the property-class scheme to be presented later, a brief 
description will be given here. 

The system simulated was a randomly interconnected network of 
nonlinear elements, each element having a threshold for incoming 
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excitation, below which no action occurs, and above which the 
element “ fires.” When an element fires, its threshold immediately 
rises to infinity, and then, after a short refractory period, falls 
exponentially back toward its quiescent value. Furthermore, a 
short time after firing, an element transmits excitation to all other 
elements to which it is connected. The effectiveness of the excitation 
thus transmitted to a succeeding element is determined by a property 
of the particular connection known as its “ weight.” In general, 
there will be several incoming connections at any element, each 
having its individual weight as shown in Fig. 1. At the instant of 



Fig. 1. Network of neuron-like elements. 


transmission the appropriate weight is added to any excitation 
already present at the succeeding cell. Thereafter the excitation 
decays exponentially to zero. Thus the model contained both 
“ spatial ” and “ temporal ” summation. If at any time this 
excitation exceeds the threshold of the succeeding element, that 
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element performs its own firing cycle and transmits its own excita¬ 
tions. Note that the element simulated was analog, not simply a 
logical function. 

The network was activated and an output obtained in the following 
way. The net was divided arbitrarily into two sets, designated as 
input and output sets. The output set was further subdivided in 
two, and an output was defined at any instant by the difference in 
the number of elements fired in the two subsets during the instant. 
This arrangement might be termed a “ push-pull ” output. 

The input set was also subdivided into two subsets, and two fixed 
input patterns were provided, designated as p t and p 2 . Input p x 
consisted in adding a large excitation periodically into all the 
input elements of one subset, but doing nothing to the other subset. 
Input p 2 reversed the role of the subsets. In this way output activity 
characteristic of the input pattern was obtained. 

It was now found possible to provide a modifier acting upon 
parameters of the net so as to gradually reorganize it to obtain 
output activity of a previously specified characteristic, namely, so 
that patterns p x and p 2 always drive the output in previously specified 
directions. In our experiments, p x was made to drive the output in a 
negative direction and p 2 to drive it positive. 

This desired organization of the net was accomplished by varying 
the weights in the following way. Examination is made of the 
change in output at every instant. If a change in a favorable 
direction occurs (e.g. negative change in case p x is the input pattern), 
then all weights which just previously participated in firing an 
element are increased. If, on the other hand, the change was 
unfavorable, those weights are decreased. It is important to note 
that there is no detailed examination of the internal activity of the 
net. As a result, some of the weights may be altered in the wrong 
direction at any given time. However, as our results show, in the long 
run a favorable result occurs, when p x and p 2 are presented alternately. 

Thus the system organized itself to distinguish between two 
distinct input patterns. 

Rochester (1956), using a somewhat simpler neuron model, 
obtained similar results, while attempting to realize Hebb’s model 
more closely. 

When a net has been trained to discriminate between two patterns, 
it becomes of interest to investigate how it will classify, without 
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further training, patterns which it has not seen before. In Clark 
and Farley (1955) this was done. It was found that, statistically, a 
pattern tended to be classified like one of the original training 
patterns if it had input elements in common with it—the more 



Fig. 2. Horizontal-vertical discrimination patterns. 

elements in common, the closer the association. Using Fig. 2 it 
was pointed out that, after training for discrimination of horizontal 
and vertical bars, this simple type of “ generalization ” would 
suffice to discriminate correctly the other horizontal and vertical 
figures shown without any further training, assuming automatic 
centering. The reason for this generalization is simply that each 
horizontal test figure has more elements in common with the 
original horizontal training figure than elements in common with 
the original vertical training figure, and vice versa for the vertical 
case. 

During testing and training, it was shown that a considerable 
amount of noise could be added to the figure elements without 
affecting the results, and it was pointed out that this can have the 
effect of widening such an “ overlap ” generalization even further 
More recently, Rosenblatt (1958) has considered a random 
network organized somewhat differently. He found that these nets 
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exhibited a generalization essentially the same as the one described 
above, and has shown how this effect may be utilized to distinguish 
different classes of patterns by training with a suitably representative 
subset of each class rather than having to train the net with all 
specimens of each class. This result is possible because almost any 
reasonable test figure will overlap some figures of its own training 
class more than those of the other class, if the training sets were 
suitably “ representative.” Thus, a class can be memorized using 
nearly-overlapping figures for training, instead of all figures of the 
class. Note, however, that the “ overlap ” generalization takes no 
account of shape or topological properties of figures. One way of 
doing so is to structure the nets, and Rosenblatt has also investigated 
some such cases. 

It is interesting to note that Hebb (p. 48), suggested that memoriza¬ 
tion utilizing overlapping sets might make it feasible to learn all 
examples of one kind, such as horizontal lines. It should be pointed 
out that such a memorization may be thought of as learning a 
primitive “property,” in this case “horizontalness.” Means of 
using such properties will be suggested later. 

It should be mentioned here that Taylor (1955) and Uttley (1956) 
have considered nets and modifiers belonging to this same class 
of ideas. 

Some Difficult Problems in Perception 

The work so far discussed indicates that means are available for 
learning certain types of classes (or properties) of an environment 
by memorizing enough representative or typical specimens of the 
class. It seems hardly likely, however, that the more complex 
stimuli of the environment are learned by such simple schemes. 

For one thing, many experimental facts of perception are very 
hard to explain on such bases. No attempt will be made here to 
give a systematic account of perception, since this would be a task 
beyond the competence of the writer, but some problems of perception 
which appear to be among the hardest to deal with will be mentioned. 
More detailed accounts will be found in Hebb, Allport, Gibson 
(1950), Koffka (1935), Metzgar (1953), and other treatises on the 
psychology of perception. 

As has been suggested above, one of the main problems in con¬ 
structing models of learned perception is to provide suitable means 
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of “ generalization ” from particular stimuli to new stimuli never 
before encountered. Such mechanisms are necessary unless the 
environment to be dealt with is so limited in extent and so amenable 
to control that every possible stimulus can be presented and memor¬ 
ized individually. Such a simple case never occurs in nature, and 
rarely occurs even in useful artificial situations. Usually, the stimuli 
vary greatly, sometimes in ways which are not predictable. Simple 
examples are the change in the retinal image of objects when viewed 
from different angles of regard or distances. However, objects may 
even be recognized when partly obscured, or actually partly changed, 
as when a friend wears a new outfit. Indeed, it may be doubted 
whether a retinal image is ever repeated exactly. 

It should be noted that it is important to distinguish between 
generalizations which result from simply ignoring differences, and 
those which result from predictions about the environment—from 
sample to class. Both kinds undoubtedly occur. The “ overlap ” 
generalization of the nets is of the first kind, insofar as figure 
recognition is concerned. 

Another way of talking about generalization is to use the term 
“ similarity.” Establishing suitable generalizations may be thought 
of as equivalent to establishing a criterion of similarity, in the 
simplest case perhaps a space of stimuli with a “ distance ” measure 
of similarity. Classifications of stimuli would then be made on the 
basis of their similarities. The nets discussed above provide an 
example of a primitive similarity measure—two inputs are similar 
according to the number of elements they have in common. 

A number of problems are posed by the principles of perception 
found experimentally by the gestalt school. A few of these will be 
mentioned in an oversimplified way. 

One is “ closure and good continuation.” We have already seen 
how the random nets may effect generalizations of this kind, from 
full line to dotted line, etc. 

A second principle is “wholeness.” The whole perceptual field 
determines the percept, often expressed by the statement “ the whole 
is greater than the sum of all its parts.” An example of this is a 
well-known illusion. Two parallel lines no longer appear parallel 
when intersected by a “ pencil ” of lines crossing at angles. Instead 
they appear bowed inward or outward depending on how the inter¬ 
secting set of lines is drawn. 
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A third principle invokes “ field-forces ” to explain why, if one 
dot is somewhat out of line in an otherwise perfect dotted circle, 
it usually appears in or closer to the circle of dots than it really is. A 
“ force ” is said to pull the dot back. Another example is the fact 
that a parallelogram appears more rectangular than it really is. A 
related phenomena is that certain figures or configurations (“ good ” 
figures) play preferred roles, as shown by experiments in tachisto- 
scopic and impoverished perception. In such cases, when the 
subject does not have enough time, or light, or has poor seeing 
conditions for some other reason, there is a distinct tendency to 
prefer certain configurations or shapes, and as the seeing becomes 
clearer, the preferred figures change gradually to more realistic 
ones. See, for example, Metzgar (1953), Chapter 7. 

Any account of perception must also be able to explain the 
“ constancies.” A dinner plate appears to be a dinner plate, and it 
appears round no matter what the angle of regard. This is the 
essence of perception. 

Another point is that much perception seems related closely to 
motor functions. Hebb discusses the part eye movement may play. 
Gibson (1950), and Sperry (1952), have discussions of this point, 
and Allport (1955) has reviewed the matter. A close connection 
between motor activity and perception is also suggested by the fact 
that transfer of learning takes place between senses. For example, 
a shape learned visually can be immediately recognized tactually, 
or, in case its image is too big to fall all at once on the retina, it 
can be recognized by moving the eyes or head, or even the whole 
body. It would seem that space perception must be closely tied 
up with motor activity. After all, much perception is a prelude to 
movement. 

A final consideration is that attention, “ set,” motivation, and 
context play very important parts. They are what Hebb calls 
“ non-sensory ” factors in perception. 

Any notions looking toward models for perception must have 
room for plausible inclusion of at least the above factors and be 
neurophysiologically plausible as well. The construction of a 
complete model or theory of learned perception satisfying even 
the above boundary conditions would be a formidable task, and no 
such claim is made for what follows. It would be useful, however, 
in lieu of a theory, to have a conceptual framework for learned 
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perception with plausibility arguments which indicate some possibil¬ 
ity of including the behaviors discussed. Such a framework will at 
least suggest means for further testing and synthesis. 

Self-Organization of Property Classes 
The idea of a percept as an association, class, or “ bundle ” of 
properties probably goes back at least as far as Aristotle and, has 
reappeared in one form or another many times since then. See, 
for example, Gibson, p. 222. In fact, listing of properties has always 
been one of the main occupations of the descriptive sciences. How¬ 
ever, the idea does not seem to have been put forward in a form 
definite enough to indicate how it might eventually evolve into a 
model of perception. 

There would seem to be sound reasons from both biological and 
psychological considerations for attacking perception from this 
standpoint. 

On the biological side, Tinbergen (1951) has performed experi¬ 
ments with fish in order to discover just what visual impressions are 
necessary to release characteristic types of behavior. Similar 
experiments have been performed with birds. These experiments 
appear to show that certain simple combinations of simple properties 
suffice in many cases, and that other aspects of the object tend to 
be ignored as irrelevant. 

Now consider a child and his concept of the object “ dog.” To 
him, with a limited experience, let us say, of only one dog, the 
concept “ dog ” can be said to consist of a bundle of “ properties ” 
of color (perhaps brownish), hairyness (all over), legs (several), 
noise (bark, growl), teeth (sharp, many), odor (doggy), audible 
class name (“ dog ”), movement (head first, rapid), size (medium), 
head (where eyes and teeth are), tail (opposite head), etc. On his 
first contact with a dog, only a few of these properties may be noted, 
perhaps only a brownish blur and a bark, but with further familiariza¬ 
tion other properties such as those mentioned above and many 
more gradually become grouped together, until eventually subclasses 
of “ dog ” based again on further properties are distinguishable, and 
furthermore, dogs are distinguished from other animals by reason 
of differing lists of properties possessed in differing amounts. 

Thus perhaps a model of the classification process can be con¬ 
structed as follows. We consider a data-processing system which 
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has the ability to compute measures of a given list of properties 
from any inputs fed it over a certain period of time. These 
properties may include weight, color, temperature, or other physical 
characteristics and may also include counts of corners, statements 
about shape or type of movement, or relationships between other 
properties, etc. For example, if shape is a property measurable by 
our system, the statement “the shape is triangular” may be 
considered as fixing the “ value ” (triangular) of the variable 
property “ shape.” It can be seen that every statement which can 
be made about an input may be considered as determining a value 
of a property variable. 

Other properties useful in visual perception may be the angles of 
lines, curvature of lines or boundaries, and the gradients of texture 
emphasized as so important by Gibson. 

For auditory perception, properties such as frequency and 
intensity are certainly measured. Others useful for speech recogni¬ 
tion, might be “ formant ” frequencies and their rates of change, 
and noise timing, for example. 

As indicated above, every object, or (more generally) percept, 
may be defined by a list of the properties it possesses and the 
observed ranges (or better, the probability distributions) of the 
values of each property. For the time being, it will be considered 
that the list of properties measurable by our system is fixed. We 
can see how such a system could recognize and respond to classes 
of input data by means of a chart which is schematized in Fig. 3. 
Each measurable property is listed horizontally as p l9 p 2 , p 3 , etc., 
and its values plotted vertically. Each different class of properties 
makes up a percept, several of which are shown as c lt c 2t etc. In 
each case a distribution of property values is indicated. In order 
to determine to which percept a given input belongs, it is only 
necessary to measure its properties and see which class c { it fits best. 

One interesting advantage of this model is the vast number of 
classes c j which can be distinguished by means of a few properties. 
For example, if one hundred measurable properties are available, 
and if they average ten distinguishable distributions of value each, 
then the number of distinguishable classes is of the order of 10 100 . 
A great deal of the “ storage ” for the class recognition is thus 
accounted for by the computation of property measurements, 
which are used over and over again. 
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Now the question arises as to how the property classes are 
compiled, since this is the essence of the self-organizing process. 



Property-group Cj contains the properties pi,p 4 —, and p , each 
of which occurs with a distribution of values as shown. m 

Both Ci and Cj possess property p, but with different 
distributions of values 

Fig. 3. Scheme showing property-classes and value distributions. 

In order to carry out such a compiling process, some criteria 
must be used to determine which properties are to be grouped 
together. Several possible rules of procedure come to mind. In 
the first place, the properties constituting a percept usually appear 
repeatedly together, both in space and time. Therefore, the system 
must examine the frequency of simultaneous or nearly simultaneous 
occurrence of properties. Rules must then operate to consider 
properties with a number of associative repetitions to constitute a 
group, perhaps tentatively at first, becoming gradually more certain 
as repetitions increase, or a repetition frequency threshold may be 
established, above which the properties are grouped. 

Furthermore, property-classes are more likely to be meaningful 
if one or more property values are constant or relatively so over a 
given period of time, or under particular conditions. For example, 
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when examining an object in the hands, its temperature, weight, 
and odor, if any, remain constant although many of its visual 
properties may change radically as it is turned about. Thus, 
procedures should be in force which group properties according as 
they occur in combination with other “ decision ” properties whose 
values remain roughly constant. Some of these “ decision ” 
properties may, of course, be given more weight than others. 
Sometimes overriding weight may be given to one property, as 
when the system is “ told ” that a figure belongs to a particular 
class. Note that such a process may lead to a relatively sudden 
acquisition of a new class, when the frequency criterion for a 
particular sub-group of properties is exceeded. 

We have discussed property-grouping rules based on frequency of 
occurrence, continguity in space, continuity in time, and presence 
of certain key “ decision ” properties. The expectation is that with 
a suitable set of initial rules, a self-organizing system, when exposed 
to a reasonable input environment of properties, will gradually 
build up property-classes like those in Fig. 3, and that the system 
will then be able to recognize a percept when its property-class 
shows a sufficient correlation with a listed one. Naturally, the 
exact nature of the grouping rules is not known, and the above 
discussion represents a plausible guess based on biological and 
psychological considerations of existing self-organizing systems. 

There are other aspects of this model of the classification process 
whose investigation should prove very interesting. For one, it can be 
seen that a primitive symbolization of a percept can come about 
through the frequent occurrence of a particular sub-group of 
properties in conjunction with the property-class of that percept. 
In this way, a “ name ” repeated often enough nearly simultaneously 
with the appearance of a significant property-class can eventually 
become connected with the class and may be considered as a name- 
symbol of the corresponding percept. 

Furthermore, if means are available to the system for the inter¬ 
comparison of the property-classes c j sub-groups of properties or 
values may be found which are common to many percepts. Such 
sub-groups have the character of new, abstract, properties or 
“ concepts ” which may be used in future organization. For 
example, if it were found that many useful percepts of the environ¬ 
ment were objects having three straight boundaries and three 
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corners, the more abstract concept “ triangle ” might result from 
the process described above. 

More should be said about the nature of the rules which determine 
the “ best fitting ” class when comparison of classes is being made 
with incoming data. The exact nature of good rules of this type 
remain to be investigated, but it seems clear that the correlation 
should involve a threshold which, if exceeded, would indicate the 
choice of the appropriate class. A very simple rule would be 
majority vote of properties common to class and input, perhaps 
with some properties weighted more heavily than others. Note 
that correlation rules and thresholds need not be constant, and 
those property-classes under active consideration may also change 
with external conditions. Such changes could account for the 
psychological phenomena of “ set ” or attention, and motivation. 

Context can exert its influence in the same way—correlation 
thresholds for example, can change with time or space 
“ surroundings.” 

The classification scheme described above can be pictured in a 
multidimensional space of the properties. Then the probability 
distributions of values of properties in a class may be thought of 
as forming a “ blob ” about a point representing the class. Separate 
classes are then separated blobs in the space and the distance 
between blobs becomes a similarity measure. An input is then a 
single point in the space, and in the simplest case would be 
identified with the closest blob. (Actually, the space needed may 
not be quite as simple as this, since as we have seen, some properties 
may be more heavily weighted than others, and the correlation 
criterion may produce a rather peculiar “ distance ” function, so 
that reduction to a space with at least a triangular inequality every¬ 
where may be somewhat complicated.) We have mentioned the 
correlation or “ distance ” thresholds which would result in 
“ neighborhoods ” near blobs. 

A physical realization of such a system might be expected to 
possess very non-linear static and dynamic characteristics, having 
for example, a “ stable point ” in the vicinity of each class blob, 
with nearby trajectories leading to the stable point. (There are a' 
number of treatises on non-linear systems. See, for example, 
Cunningham, 1958.) Figure 4 shows a schematic diagram of such 
a space with stable points. 



20 


Belmont G. Farley 


The non-linear action may then result in a kind of “ locking-in ” 
of input to class. A rough one-dimensional analogy in engineering 
terms would be the lock-in action of the AFC in a radio receiver. 



Fig. 4. Stable points and trajectories leading to classes in 
“ property-space.” 


In the multidimensional case, on a strong signal (many sensory 
input properties giving a strong correlation with some property- 
class) the action would be expected to be quick and secure. In fact, 
it might be so strong a& to lock on some property-class in spite of 
the fact that certain properties or their values were in conflict with 
that class. As a result, a percept would have been attained which 
did not altogether correspond with the real sensory stimulus. 
Depending on the exact action of the system upon “ attaining a 
percept ” (reaching a stable point), the conflicting properties might 
be ignored altogether, or their values might be “ pulled in ” toward 
the values to be expected in the class corresponding to the stable 
point. If two whole classes conflicted, an oscillation between classes 
could occur, but only one would be selected at any one time. 

We may now compare the results of such behavior with some of 
the facts of perception mentioned earlier. 

In the first place, it is clear that in a non-linear system of this 
kind, two figures do not necessarily superpose perceptually. The 
percept arrived at will, in fact, be determined by the “ whole ” 
figure, or situation. Furthermore, we have seen that oscillation 
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between two percepts may occur, if they conflict. This is most 
likely to occur if distinguishing properties are missing, as :m uns ^ 
illusions. Two such percepts, however, are never seen simul- 

TmSbe pointed out that the distributions of properties may not 

textural gradient is correlated with projected shape, 

when the 8 system selects a class, all the properties will fall in their 

Specfte Sutions, ,nd to, will »U agto with on, ,~citor 

„ » dependence. In tine ea». which 1. to nrad ■»«(««» 

constancy of object holds, and its properties are all ^mak However, 

if one or a few property-values are out of 

have seen that the system action may be to pul . 

S expected or preferred values 

effects for which the gestalt school were led to pojutate 
of visual organization. We may then expect some figures to 
“ appear ” more like preferred ones in some respects, or for com- 

nmmises in angles or distances to be made. . 

Taddi^n, these preferred figures-preferred by reasonof their 
lower thresholds or large “ lock-in” volumes-would^ 
to be most likely to be perceived under conditions of ™ p °^ „ 
viewing. Impoverished viewing corresponds here to seeing 
conditions with comparatively few properties available for 

C Tcan S be'seen from these examples that it is at least conceivable 
that many perceptual experiments in the gestalt realm can be 

SHlV. propeel,'d 338 b^nd 

that suitable rules of class formation and correlation can be found. 
Sinceh Is quite feasible to simulate such a system on a general 
puTposl computer, its behavior under various assumptions can be 
examined. This simulation could be carried out rather abstractly, 
but perhaps the best way would be to try out such a system on an 
actual environment provided by an engineering or scientifici ^obtem 
It seems clear that even if the property-class type of self-organizing 
svstem fails to provide the framework of a perceptual theory, it 
should provide a quite practical means of building a system of 
learned pattern-recognition, in those engineering or scien 1 
problemsfor which it is possible to think of some plausible properties 
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Since the basic problem of experimental science is to determine 
what repeatabilities (percepts) exist in the data, procedures such as 
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processing, particularly in the behavioral sciences which produce 
so much complex data. 

Organization of Properties 

So far, it has been assumed that the property-list used for organiz¬ 
ing property-classes was fixed. It is of interest also to consider how 
the list came to exist and how it might be extende . . 

In the first place the detection and measurement of some properties 
may be built into the system from the start. This appears to betrue 
properties in low., nnimals. I. seems Itoiy M to .MW 
to measure some primitive properties is built into man also, 
although this has been a controversial issue for years. A P ossl 
exampfe is that property which enables the infant to direct his eyes 

t0 Another possibility already suggested is that certain properties 
may be learned simply by memorizing all essentially different 

instances of the property, and thus forming a ^ 

exnresses the new property. This can be done by using a decision 
property ” and is thus a special case of the property-class organiza¬ 
tion scheme already described. Memorization thus “ 

example of the possibility of building up new properties from more 

P1 Another tnethod of obtaining new properties is suggested by the 
above discussion. As each new property-class is organized the Tact 
that an input belongs to it may be considered a property and ad 
to the list. Combinations of classes (classes of classes) may be 

^tuch PoliPdetmLns Pad naturally to properties of properties as 
new properties. The use of this idea may also be illustrated by the 
electroencephalographic study. In Fig. 6 is plotted the number 
“rhythmic burst” patterns in a standard interval versus the 
amplitude threshold for four different subjects, showing patterns 
characteristic of each subject. (We omit discussion here of the 
statistical fluctuations of each subject to simplify our point.) Here 
we have an example of the case in which a property (number per 
time) of property-classes (rhythmic bursts) produces a useful new 
nercent characteristic of individual subjects. 

Another means of forming new properties has already been men- 
tioned- thelnnation of “ abstractions ” consisting of sub-groups 
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Number of bursts vs. amplitude threshold for several subjects. 
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Neurophysiological Models 

We have yet to investigate whether our model can be r,la„<dw 
represented by the functions of the nervous svstem TTnfn ? ' 

the paucity of information about 

nervous system makes such discussion necessarity specu^vJ an 
the mere statement that a function does not confl ct vIh ^aM 
known may well be true, but also trivial. However,It I m 2 tln 
to have some ideas m mind as a guide to further d^elopS a „d 
tag so a few somewhat disconnected suggestions wilfbe made 
First we may consider correlations of inputs with stored pronertv’ 
groups by neurophysiological means. It may be remembered that 
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in the testing of all possible input patterns to a net which had been 
trained to discriminate between two input sets and p 2 , an analog 
output was derived which was used to ckssify the inputs. This 
output may in fact be considered as a function measuring the 
correlation of the test input with p x and p 2 . Thus, the network of 
the experiment may actually be regarded as a simple prototype of a 
property-class correlation system for classification. Indeed, the 
original patterns were also learned by using a combination of the 
key-decision property (the “ favorable direction ** feedback), and 
frequency of repetition (in this case repetition of use of certain 
connections). We have also seen how random networks of this 
type can memorize classes of inputs and therefore build up 
properties. 

The exact mechanisms tried so far may not be actual ones used 
by the nervous system since others can be imagined which should 
also work, but it seems plausible that this general type of memoriza¬ 
tion may play some part in neurophysiological learning but no 
experimental evidence for this is known. Each property-dimension 
learned by a random net might be expected to have " overlap ” 
generalization and this may be advantageous. Since the basic 
requirements appear plausible, we may consider that a classification 
model could be realized. Much more work, both experimental and 
theoretical, will be required to make this more definite. 

One way might be mentioned that properties measured successively 
in time can be grouped by repetition if the time constants of the 
nervous tissues are suitable. In the case of eye fixations, for example, 
the fact that a property exists could be indicated by activity in a 
particular set of neurons corresponding to that property. This 
activity might last for some time. Another property may be registered 
similarly during the next eye fixation, and if the two sets of neurons 
interact in any area, weights of connections to the same cell might 
grow with repetition and a new set of neurons eventually activated 
corresponding to the frequent close time coincidence of the two 
properties. In this way property-classes could be built up. 

Certain properties naturally measured by the nervous system 
may be related rather directly to the motor apparatus. The skeleto- 
muscular system is a natural set of standard axes, which is reflected 
in the anatomical organization of the cortex. Since the sensory 
system is likewise represented in the cortex, it could be imagined 
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that the two sets are related in such a way as to result in the natural 
measurement of properties relative to the body axes, such as left, 
right, up-down, and relative position such as “ up-to-the-left,” etc. 
It is interesting that a description in these terms is independent of 
translation, size, and small rotations, which agrees with experiments 
on many species of animal. Transfer of recognition from visual 
to tactile could be accounted for by some such mechanism, and 
possibly some aspects of space perception as well. 

Characteristic activity in a neuron network as a result of gradients 
of texture as has already been mentioned seems a likely possibility, 
which would result in the measurement of properties whose import¬ 
ance in visual perception have been emphasized by Gibson. (See 
particularly his Chapter 5.) 

One of the difficult stumbling-blocks of neurophysiological theories 
of perception has been that large chunks of some parts of the cortex 
can often be removed without affecting perception noticeably. It 
seems that the property-class concept can overcome this obstacle by 
invoking an excess of properties in a property-class over a minimum 
set, and a redundancy of the representation of properties and 
property-classes. The activity representing a given property or 
property-class need not be confined to a particular part of the cortex. 
Indeed, in some respects, the more widespread the activity corres¬ 
ponding to a property, the better, since it will then be enabled to 
interact with many others to form classes. 

It should be noted in this connection that some properties appear 
to be measured in subcortical structures. This is indicated, for 
example, by Butler et al. (1957), where it is shown that ablation of 
the auditory cortex in cat leaves an ability to discriminate changes 
in frequency. 


SUMMARY 

It appears that the property-class model described represents a 
plausible model for many aspects of learned perception. Means are 
suggested for organizing percepts (property-classes) from more 
primitive properties, and behaviors to be expected of the system, 
which is highly non-linear, resemble some perceptual behaviors in 
biology and psychology. However, exact rules for input correlation 
with classes, and for organizing classes and properties are not 
known and must be investigated. 
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Arguments have also been presented which are intended to make 
plausible the idea that a self-organizing property-class system can be 
constructed in neurophysiological form. However, no experimental 
evidence exists, and much work obviously remains to be done to 
see if such notions hold up. 

In any case, it is felt that a property-class model should be ol use 
in engineering and scientific pattern recognition. 
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’f 1ly ’ computer time is a lot longer for larger nets because you have to 
process so many more things. 

aSk , e ? t0 5 az ^ rd a Suess I would suspect it wouldn’t be very much 
different m real time for large nets for the simple types of processes which we 

Ionger * Jt mi ^ ht even be shorter because 
tne larger the net the better the statistics. 

ob^reaHons^n l r uld like . t0 ba , Ck “ p BeI ’ s comment on that with some 
fashion in many cases 0 ” 1 ^ *" ° rganiZed in a somewbat si milar 

}\° u wdl recall. I think, that in the slide this morning which showed the 
spontaneous learning experiment, we are dealing with an infinite perceptron 

Sho.om- r T lred /^ S ° f S ° me thousands of stimuli, before we got the perfect 
fillcfloTIfla 011 -° f 1 f e ,L tW ° ° laSSeS ' We run int0 a limitation which is not a 
° f tbe , size °f system - In small systems there is an additional time 
increment which can be due to the smallness of the system. But once we get 
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SyS i em in simple discrimina tion problems, then the fundamental' 
time limitation m this type of generalization, or our contiguity generalization 

retinal fieW U efr e< ; aUS | e We ff re enoUgh sample of s «mu?i to cover the 

a sampfe d S^e7u„dS be * *** ^ ‘ ime unta We achieve such 

“ p ™ perty space * as rather hazy and your opening remarks related to some 

?ommi t c PPr ?f h tha ‘ y ° U have been in - I would like to haw your 

comments on the representation of property space by a network. V 

so auTran dYts m 0 /ir C °^ Se ’ ? necessarily quite vag ue at the present time, 
had ,™ . k a c ° up ] e of very tosw suggestions. Hebb, as you know, 

bda ^T * luch , m Y olved . neurophysiological analogs. While this neuro- 

to uTThe workT^ntd “T” “"““I de f ects il su 88ested a good many things 
systems of „f • U L\ 0r example > , has shown certain nonlinearities in 

systems of neurons in which, as you get the neurons over a certain threshold 
activity will continue until some disturbance is given. Many neurons in the 

ba ! e , reeurrem collaterals which suggest self-excitation These are just 
vague speculations at the present time. J 

did "’ t exactly have reference to a physiological network, but 

ndnd of m C S? nSlder the property s P ace as a mathematical object, have you in 
mind, or might you suggest, a representation of the property space as a mathe¬ 
matical object comprised of the linear graph ? p e 

, I haven’t done anything detailed along those lines. I merely want 
to point out it may be rather difficult. I mentioned that the property space was 

T, ft aP r X,ma I IOn ' T f e reaSon 1 say that is * a ‘ this is a very pIcuilarTpacf! 
MmXmfdT” ^ adls ‘ ance f ™ c «°n unless you cook up something rather 
complicated because of the peculiarities of the correlation function itself 
For example, majority rule would result in a rather odd distance measure* 
Furthermore, the property space tends to “waver” aroundTgood bit* 

do^Tknn CCa ff h °V h t q !f stl ° ns of con text and motivation and so forth. I 
nwp ° W ff hand wheth ,f thls first approximation would tell you anything 
more than your intuition tells you now. ^ 8 

Bretz (University of Michigan ): In your diagram of the neural model there 
dirftnn ^ Cy< f CS Sh ° u Wn ' 111 the ex Periments that you conducted on learning 

themselves or just in the feedback m “ m 

l h ?? were cycles in the net itself - The figure was just an element of 
imt hv m e ? ded represent a piece of ^ was actually constructed at random 
just by making up a connection matrix and throwing “ ones ” into the matrix 
at random so you had the possibility of circulating activity. 

nf ff in °{- f u C r this , causes double with self-excitation. We got rid 

2? ?* ! n ? way ’ wlpch I won t go into now, but you can read it in the paper 

fre S talk l W 1 f h nta , y ’ ““i ° f the probIems that you always run into when fou 
are talking about neural networks. The question is, why doesn't everybody 
have epilepsy all the time? (Laughter). cveryoouy 

McCartiiy ( M.I.T .): You mentioned this idea which goes back to Aristotle 

d^h!™*° bj ,w 1S 3 CO l u Cti ° n °f Properties. It seems to me that this idea ls ver^ 
dubious m that even when you introduce so simple a thing as the integers, which 

fntmdnHn. C0U t n ,? e P “ poses ' tben you are getting away from this idea and 
instead a coUection of objects or a collection of entities which, in 
order to be distinguished require more than a finite set of properties 
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Farley : Well, I think there we would have to digress into questions of the 
philosophy of mathematics. I, myself, am very dubious as to what extent you 
can say that infinite classes exist. You can talk about them, but does this mean 
they exist? And in any case, I can’t really believe it has anything to do wit 
scientific questions, because any scientific theory can be represented as closely 
as you please by a finite system if it is large enough. 

McCarthy: Suppose we consider some entities like algebraic expressions 
or texts which are composed of many letters or circuit diagrams. I guess circuit 
diagrams are actually the best example. We recognize circuit diagrams our¬ 
selves by their recursive structure. That is the way they are built out of their 

parts rather than properties of the diagrams of a whole. . 

Farley: From my point of view, these recursive things are properties in 

themselves. . „ „ 

McCarthy: Yes, but you can’t learn to recognize one of them and tnen 
learn to recognize some fixed set of them and then expect to be able to apply 
this to all circuit diagrams, at least it doesn’t seem to me you can. 

Farley: I wasn’t suggesting learning a fixed set. Means were suggested for 
acquiring new sets. Of course, I don’t want to leave the impression that you 
can necessarily explain every possible fact of perception by the scheme I have 
talked about. On the other hand, it seems to me even in mathematics, all classes 
are known by their properties. 




ON SELF-ORGANIZING SYSTEMS 
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I am somewhat hesitant to make the introductory remarks pf my 
presentation, because I am afraid I may hurt the feelings of those 
who so generously sponsored this conference on self-organizing 
systems. On the other hand, I believe, I may have a suggestion on 
how to answer Dr. Weyl’s question which he asked in his pertinent 
and thought-provoking introduction: “What makes a_ self- 
organizing system? ” Thus, I hope you will forgive me if I open 
my paper by presenting the following thesis: £There are no such 

things as self-organizing systems ! ”J 

In the face of the title of this conference I have to give a rather 
strong proof of this thesis, a task which may not be at all too 
difficult, if there is not a secret purpose behind this meeting to 
promote a conspiracy to dispose of the Second Law of Thermo¬ 
dynamics. I shall now prove the non-existence of self-organizing 
systems by reductio ad absurdum of the assumption that there is 
such a thing as a self-organizing system. 

Assume a finite universe, U a , as small or as large as you wish 
(see Fig. la), which is enclosed in an adiabatic shell which separates 
this finite universe from any “ meta-universe ” in which it may be 
immersed. Assume, furthermore, that in this universe, U 0 , there is a 
closed surface which divides this universe into two mutually exclusive 
parts: the one part is completely occupied with a self-organizing 
system S 0 , while the other part we may call the environment E 0 ot 

this self-organizing system: S 0 ScE 0 = U l) . 

I may add that it is irrelevant whether we have our self-organizing 
system inside or outside the close d surface. However, in Fig. 1 the 

* Supported by the Information Systems Branch of the Office pf Naval 
Research under Contract Nonr. 1834 (21). 
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DZ. 

SyS . t . en ! is assumed to occupy the interior of the dividing surface. 
Undoubtedly, if this self-organizing system is permitted to do its 



job of organizing itself for a little while, 
decreased during this time: 


its entropy must have 


4 #<». 


otherwise we would not call it a self-organizing system, but just a 
mechanical SS s /6t = 0, or a thermodynamical dS,/dt > 0 system. 
In order to accomplish this, the entropy in the remaining part of 

our finite universe, i.e. the entropy in the environment must have 
increased 




otherwise the Second Law of Thermodynamics is violated. If now 
some of the processes which contributed to the decrease of entropy 
of the system are irreversible we will find the entropy of the universe 
ti 0 at a higher level than before our system started to organize 
itself, hence the state of the universe will be more disorganized than 
before dS L ,/dt > 0, in other words, the activity of the system was a 
disorganizing one, and we may justly call such a system a “ dis- 
organizing system.” 
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However it may be argued that it is unfair to the system to make 
it responsible for changes in the whole universe and that this 
apparent inconsistency came about by not only paying attention 
to the system proper but also including into the consideration the 
environment of the system. By drawing too large an adiabatic 
envelope one may include processes not at all relevant to this 
argument. All right then, let us have the adiabatic envelope coincide 
with the closed surface which previously separated the system from 
its environment (Fig. 16). This step will not only invalidate the 
i above ^ment, but will also enable me to show that if one 
assumes that this envelope contains the self-organizing system 
; P r( >Per, this system turns out to be not only just a disorganizing 
system but even a self-disorganizing system. 

: It is clear from my previous example with the large envelope, that 

here too—if irreversible processes should occur—the entropy of the 
system now within the envelope must increase, hence, as time goes 
on, the system would disorganize itself, although in certain regions 
the entropy may indeed have decreased. One may now insist that 
we should have wrapped our envelope just around this region, since 
it appears to be the proper self-organizing part of our system. But 
again, I could employ that same argument as before, only to a 
smaller region, and so we could go on for ever, until our would-be 
self-organizing system has vanished into the eternal happy hunting 
grounds of the infinitesimal. 

In spite of this suggested proof of the non-existence of self¬ 
organizing systems, I propose to continue the use of the term 
self-organizing system,” whilst being aware of the fact that this 
term becomes meaningless, unless the system is in close contact 
with an environment, which posseses available energy and order 
and with which our system is in a state of perpetual interaction, such 
that it somehow manages to “ live ” on the expenses of this environ- 
ment. 

Although I shall not go into the details of the interesting discussion 
of the energy flow from the environment into the system and out 
again, I may briefly mention the two different schools of thought 
associated with this problem, namely, the one which considers 
energy flow and signal flow as a strongly linked, single-channel 
affair (i.e. the message carries also the food, or, if you wish, signal 
and food are synonymous) while the other viewpoint carefully 
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separates these two, although there exists in this theory a significant 
interdependence between signal flow and energy availability. 

I confess that I do belong to the latter school of thought and I 
am particularly happy that later in this meeting Mr. Pask, in his 
paper The Natural History of Networks ® will make this point of 
view much clearer than I will ever be able to do. 

What interests me particularly at this moment is not so muc 
the energy from the environment which is digested by the system, 
but its utilization of environmental order. In other words, the 
question I would like to answer is: “ How much order can our 
system assimilate from its environment, if any at all. 

Before tackling this question, I have to take two more hur es, 
both of which represent problems concerned with the environment. 
Since you have undoubtedly observed that in my philosophy about 
self-organizing systems the environment of such systems is a conditio 
sine qua non I am first of all obliged to show in which sense we may 
talk about the existence of such an environment. Second, I have 
to show that, if there exists such an environment, it must possess 

structure. . c 

The first problem I am going to eliminate is perhaps one ot the 

oldest philosophical problems with which mankind has had to live. 
This problem arises when we, men, consider ourselves to be sell- 
organizing systems. We may insist that introspection does no 
permit us to decide whether the world as we see it is “ real, or just 
a phantasmagory, a dream, an illusion of our fancy. A ecision in 
this dilemma is in so far pertinent to my discussion, since—if the 
latter alternative should hold true—my original thesis asserting the 
nonsensicality of the conception of an isolated self-organizing 
system would pitiably collapse. 

I shall now proceed to show the reality of the world as we see it, 
by reductio ad absurdum of the thesis: this world is only m our 
imagination and the only reality is the imagining I . 

Thanks to the artistic assistance of Mr. Pask who so beautifully 
illustrated this and some of my later assertions,* it will be easy for 

me to develop my argument. . 

Assume for the moment that I am the successful business man 
with the bowler hat in Fig. 2, and I insist that I am the sole reality, 


♦Figures 2, 5 and 6 
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while everything else appears only in my imagination. I cannot 
deny that in my imagination there will appear people, scientists, 
other successful businessmen, etc., as for instance in this conference. 
Since I find these apparitions in many respects similar to myself, 
I have to grant them the privilege that they themselves may insist 
that they are the sole reality and everything else is only a concoction 
of their imagination. On the other hand, they cannot deny that 
their fantasies will be populated by people—and one of them may 


be I, with bowler hat and everything! 

With this we have closed the circle of our contradiction: If I 
assume that I am the sole reality, it turns out that I am the imagina¬ 
tion of somebody else, who in turn assumes that he is the sole 
reality. Of course, this paradox is easily resolved, by postulating 
the reality of the world in which we happily thrive. 

Having re-established reality, it may be interesting to note that 
reality appears as a consistent reference frame for at least two 
observers. This becomes particularly transparent, if it is realized 
that my “ proof ” was exactly modeled after the “ Principle of 
Relativity,” which roughly states that, if a hypothesis which is 
applicable to a set of objects holds for one object and it holds for 
another object, then it holds for both objects simultaneously, the 
hypothesis is acceptable for all objects of the set. Written in terms 
of symbolic logic, we have: 

(Ex) [ H(a ) & H(x) -> H(a + x)] -> (x) H(x) (1) 

Copernicus could have used this argument to his advantage, by 
pointing out that if we insist on a geocentric system, {H(a)\ 
the Venusians, e.g. could insist on a venucentric system [(i/x)]. 
But since we cannot be both, center and epicycloid at the same tiine 
[H(a + x)], something must be wrong with a planetocentric 

system. 

However, one should not overlook that the above expression, 
M(H) is not a tautology, hence it must be a meaningful statement.* 
What it does, is to establish a way in which we may talk about the 
existence of an environment. 


* This was observed by Wittgenstein/ 6 ) although he applied this consideration 
to the principle of mathematical induction. However the close relation between 
the induction and the relativity principle seems to be quite evident. I would 
even venture to say that the principle of mathematical induction is the relativity 
principle in number theory. 
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Before I can return to my original question of how much order a 
self-organizing system may assimilate from its environment, I 
have to show that there is some structure in our environment. 
This can be done very easily indeed, by pointing out that we are 
obviously not yet in the dreadful state of Boltzmann’s “ Heat- 
Death. Hence, presently still the entropy increases, which means 
that there must be some order—at least now—otherwise we could 
not lose it. 

Let me briefly summarize the points I have made until now: 

(1) By a self-organizing system I mean that part of a system 
that eats energy and order from its environment. 

(2) There is a reality of the environment in a sense suggested by 
the acceptance of the principle of relativity. 

(3) The environment has structure. 

Let us now turn to our self-organizing systems. What we expect 
is that the systems are increasing their internal order. In order to 
describe this process, first, it would be nice if we would be able to 
define what we mean by “ internal,” and second, if we would have 
some measure of order. 

The first problem arises whenever we have to deal with systems 
which do not come wrapped in a skin. In such cases, it is up to us 
to define the closed boundary of our system. But this may cause 
some trouble, because, if we specify a certain region in space as 
being intuitively the proper place to look for our self-organizing 
system, it may turn out that this region does not show self-organizing 
properties at all, and we are forced to make another choice, hoping 
for more luck this time. It is this kind of difficulty which is 
encountered, e.g., in connection with the problem of the “ localiza¬ 
tion of functions ” in the cerebral cortex. 

Of course, we may turn the argument the other way around by 
saying that we define our boundary at any instant of time as being 
the envelope of that region in space which shows the desired increase 
in order. But here we run into some trouble again; because I do 
not know of any gadget which would indicate whether it is plugged 
into a selMworganizing or self-organizing region, thus providing 
us with a sound operational definition. 

Another difficulty may arise from the possibility that these self¬ 
organizing regions may not only constantly move in space and 
change in shape, they may appear and disappear spontaneously 


-j 


! 
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here and there, requiring the “ ordometer ” not only to follow 
these all-elusive systems, but also to sense the location of their 
formation. 

With this little digression I only wanted to point out that we 
have to be very cautious in applying the word “ inside ” in this 
context, because, even if the position of the observer has been 
stated, he may have a tough time saying what he sees. 

Let us now turn to the other point I mentioned before, namely, 
trying to find an adequate measure of order. It is my personal 
feeling that we wish to describe by this term two states of affairs. 
First, we may wish to account for apparent relationships between 
elements of a set which would impose some constraints as to the 
possible arrangements of the elements of this system. As the 
organization of the system grows, more and more of these relations 
should become apparent. Second, it seems to me that order has a 
relative connotation, rather than an absolute one, namely, with 
respect to the maximum disorder the elements of the set may be 
able to display. This suggests that it would be convenient if the 
measure of order would assume values between zero and unity, 
accounting in the first case for maximum disorder and, in the second 
case, for maximum order. This eliminates the choice of “ neg- 
entropy” for a measure of order, because neg-entropy always 
assumes finite values for systems being in complete disorder. 
However, what Shannon (3) has defined as “ redundancy ” seems to 
be tailor-made for describing order as I like to think of it. Using 
Shannon’s definition for redundancy we have: 




( 2 ) 


whereby H/H m is the ratio of the entropy H of an information 
source to the maximum value, H mi it could have while still restricted 
to the same symbols. Shannon calls this ratio the “ relative entropy.” 
Clearly, this expression fulfills the requirements for a measure of 
order as I have listed them before. If the system is in its maximum 
disorder H — H m , R becomes zero; while, if the elements of the 
system are arranged such that, given one element, the position of 
all other elements are determined, the entropy—or the degree of 
uncertainty—vanishes, and R becomes unity, indicating perfect 
order. 
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What we expect from a self-organizing system is, of course, that, 
given some initial value of order in the system, this order is going to 
increase as time goes on. With our expression (2) we can at once 
state the criterion for a system to be self-organizing, namely, that 
the rate of change of R should be positive: 


SR 

dt 


> 0 


(3) 


Differentiating eq. (2) with respect to time and using the 
inequality (3) we have: 

SR _ ___ H m (dH/dt) - H(dH m /dt) (A) 

dt HJ 


Since H m 2 > 0, under all conditions (unless we start out with 
systems which can only be thought of as being always in perfect 
order: H m = 0), we find the condition for a system to be self¬ 
organizing expressed in terms of entropies: 


H 


d H n 
dt 


> H„ 


dH 

dt 


(5) 


In order to see the significance of this equation let me first briefly 
discuss two special cases, namely those, where in each case one of 
the two terms H , H m is assumed to remain constant. 


(a) H m — const. 

Let us first consider the case, where H m , the maximum possible 
entropy of the system remains constant, because it is the case which 
is usually visualized when we talk about self-organizing systems. 
If H m is supposed to be constant the time derivative of H m vanishes, 
and we have from eq. (5): 


for 


dH m 

dt 


“<0 

dt 


( 6 ) 


This equation simply says that, when time goes on, the entropy of 
the system should decrease. We knew this already—but now we 
may ask, how can this be accomplished? Since the entropy of the 
system is dependent upon the probability distribution of the elements 
to be found in certain distinguishable states, it is clear that this 
probability distribution must change such that H is reduced. We 
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may visualize this, and how this can be accomplished, by paying 
attenhon t° the factors which determine the probability distribution. 
One of these factors could be that our elements possess certain 
properties which would make it more or less likely that an element 
is found to be m a certain state. Assume, for instance, the state 
under considerahon is “ to be in a hole of a certain size.” The 
probability of elements with sizes larger than the hole to be found 

un hke Hn, \ n ady HenC6 ’ if * he e!ementS are sIowly Mown 
up like little balloons, the probability distribution will constantly 

f" other factor influencing the probability distribution 

ould be that our elements possess some other properties which 

determine the conditional probabilities of an element to be found 

in certain states, given the state of other elements in this system. 

nr!l m L r* Ch ! n8e ,‘ n theS ® c °nditional probabilities will change the 
p babihty distribution, hence the entropy of the system. Since all 
these changes take place internally I’m going to make an “ internal 
demon responsible for these changes. He is the one, e.g. being 
busy blowing up the little balloons and thus changing the probability 
istribution, or shifting conditional probabilities by establishing ties 
between elements such that H is going to decrease. Since we have 
some familiarity with the task of this demon, I shall leave him for a 
moment and turn now to another one, by discussing the second 
special case I mentioned before, namely, where H is supposed to 
remain constant. 

(b) H — const. 

tif t j leen * ropy ° f the system is supposed to remain constant, its 
time derivative will vanish and we will have from eq. (5) 

8H „ 

~ 0 .—" > 0 ( 7 ) 


for 


dt 


m, 

St 


defi^tfon f b h he PCCU lar reSU 1 that ’ accordin S to our previous 
definition of order, we may have a self-organizing system before us, 

its possible maximum disorder is increasing. At first glance, it 
seems that to achieve this may turn out to be a rather trivial affair 

Si °. ne can easlIy imagine simple processes where this condition 
is fulfilled Take as a simple example a system composed of N 
e ements which are capable of assuming certain observable states 
In most cases a probability distribution for the number of elements 


D 
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in these states can be worked out such that H is maximized and an 
expression for H a is obtained. Due to the fact that entropy (or, 
amount of information) is linked with the logarithm of the prob¬ 
abilities, it is not too difficult to show that expressions for H m 
usually follow the general form*: 

H m = C t + C 2 log* N. 

This suggests immediately a way of increasing H m , namely, by 
iust increasing the number of elements constituting the sys em, 
in other words a system that grows by incorporating new elements 
will Increase its maximum entropy and, since this fulfills the criterion 
for a system to be self-organizing (eq. 7), we must, by all faimess 
recognize this system as a member of the distinguished family of 
self-organizing systems. 

It may be argued that if just adding elements to a system makes 
this a self-organizing system, pouring sand into a bucket woul 
make the bucket a self-organizing system. Somehow—to put it 
mildly—this does not seem to comply with our intuitive esteem for 
members of our distinguished family. And rightly so, because this 
argument ignores the premise under which this statement was 
derived, namely, that during the process of adding new elements to 
the system the entropy H of the system is to be kept cons ant. 
In the case of the bucket full of sand, this might be a ticklish task, 
which may conceivably be accomplished, e.g. by placing the newly 
admitted particles precisely in the same order with respect to some 
distinguishable states, say position, direction, etc. as those present 
at the instant of admission of the newcomers. Clearly, this task of 
increasing H m by keeping H constant asks for superhuman skills 
and thus we may employ another demon whom I shall call th 
“ external demon,” and whose business it is to admit to the system 
only those elements, the state of which complies with the conditions 
of, at least, constant internal entropy. As you certainly have noticed, 
this demon is a close relative of Maxwell’s demon, only that to-day 
these fellows don’t come as good as they used to come, because 
before 1927 (4) they could watch an arbitrary small hole throug 
which the newcomer had to pass and could test with arbitrary hig 
accuracy his momentum. To-day, however, demons watching 


* See also Appendix. 
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closely a given hole would be unable to make a reliable momentum 
test, and vice versa. They are, alas, restricted by Heisenberg’s 
uncertainty principle. 

Having discussed the two special cases where in each case only 
one demon is at work while the other one is chained, I shall now 
briefly describe the general situation where both demons are free 
to move, thus turning to our general eq. (5) which expressed the 
criterion for a system to be self-organizing in terms of the two 
entropies H and H m . For convenience this equation may be repeated 
here, indicating at the same time the assignments for the two demons 
D,andD,: 


H x 


dH m 

dt 


> H m 


X 


6H 

dt 


* 


* 




* 


( 5 ) 


Internal 

demon’s 

efforts 


From this equation we can now easily see that, if the two demons 
are permitted to work together, they will have a disproportionately 
easier life compared to when they were forced to work alone. 
First, it is not necessary that D t - is always decreasing the instantane¬ 
ous entropy H , or D e is always increasing the maximum possible 
entropy H m ; it is only necessary that the product of D/s results 
with D/s efforts is larger than the product of D/s results with 
D/s efforts. Second, if either H or H m is large, D e or D f respectively 
can take it easy, because their efforts will be multiplied by the 
appropriate factors. This shows, in a relevant way, the inter¬ 
dependence of these demons. Because, if D { was very busy in 
building up a large H , D e can afford to be lazy, because his efforts 
will be multiplied by D/s results, and vice versa. On the other band, 
if D e remains lazy too long, D • will have nothing to build on and 
his output will diminish, forcing D e to resume his activity lest the 
system ceases to be a self-organizing system. 


Internal 

demon’s 

results 


External 

demon’s 

efforts 


External 

demon’s 

results 
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In addition to this entropic coupling of the two demons, there is 
also an energetic interaction between the two which is caused by 
the energy requirements of the internal demon who is supposed to 
accomplish the shifts in the probability distribution of the elements 
comprising the system. This requires some energy, as we may 
remember from our previous example, where somebody has to 
blow up the little balloons. Since this energy has been taken from 
the environment, it will affect the activities of the external demon 
who may be confronted with a problem when he attempts to supply 
the system with choice-entropy he must gather from an energetically 
depleted environment. 

In concluding the brief exposition of my demonology, a simple 
diagram may illustrate the double linkage between the internal 
and the external demon which makes them entropically (H) and 
energetically ( E ) interdependent. 

For anyone who wants to approach this subject from the point 
of view of a physicist, and who is conditioned to think in terms of 
thermodynamics and statistical mechanics, it is impossible not to 
refer to the beautiful little monograph by Erwin Schrodinger What 
is LifeS 5) Those of you who are familiar with this book may 
remember that Schrodinger admires particularly two remarkable 
features of living organisms. One is the incredible high order of 
the genes, the “ hereditary code-scripts ” as he calls them, and the 
other one is the marvelous stability of these organized units whose 
delicate structures remain almost untouched despite their exposure 
to thermal agitation by being immersed—e.g. in the case of mammals 
—into a thermostat, set to about 310°K. 

In the course of his absorbing discussion, Schrodinger draws our 
attention to two different basic “ mechanisms ” by which orderly 
events can be produced: “The statistical mechanism which pro¬ 
duces order from disorder and the .. . [other] one producing 
4 order from order \” 

While the former mechanism, the “ order from disorder ” 
principle is merely referring to “ statistical laws ” or, as Schrodinger 
puts it, to “ the magnificent order of exact physical law coming 
forth from atomic and molecular disorder,” the latter mechanism, 
the “order from order” principle is, again in his words: “the 
real clue to the understanding of life.” Already earlier in his book 
Schrodinger develops this principle very clearly and states: “ What 
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an organism feeds upon is negative entropy.” I think my demons 
would agree with this, and I do too. 

However, by reading recently through Schrodinger’s booklet I 
wondered how it could happen that his keen eyes escaped what I 
would consider a “ second clue ” to the understanding of life, or— 
if it is fair to say—of self-organizing systems. Although the principle 
I have in mind may, at first glance, be mistaken for Schrodinger’s 
“ order from disorder ” principle, it has in fact nothing in common 
with it. Hence, in order to stress the difference between the two, I 
shall call the principle I am going to introduce to you presently the 
“ order from noise ” principle. Thus, in my restaurant self¬ 
organizing systems do not only feed upon order, they will also find 
noise on the menu. 

Let me briefly explain what I mean by saying that a self-organizing 
system feeds upon noise by using an almost trivial, but nevertheless 
amusing example. 

Assume I get myself a large sheet of permanent magnetic material 
which is strongly magnetized perpendicular to the surface, and I 
cut from this sheet a large number of little squares (Fig. 3 a). These 



(b) 

Fig. 3. (a) Magnetized square. 

(b) Cube, family I. 

little squares I glue to all the surfaces of small cubes made of light, 
unmagnetic material, having the same size as my squares (Fig. 3b). 
Depending upon the choice of which sides of the cubes have the 
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magnetic north pole pointing to the outside (Family I), one can 
produce precisely ten different families of cubes as indicated in Fig. 4. 


1 I K E I' 



0 0 I 

Fig. 4. Ten different families of cubes (see text). 


Suppose now I take a large number of cubes, say, of family I, 
which is characterized by all sides having north poles pointing to 
the outside (or family V with all south poles), put them into a large 
box which is also filled with tiny glass pebbles in order to make 
these cubes float under friction and start shaking this box. 
Certainly, nothing very striking is going to happen: since the cubes 
are all repelling each other, they will tend to distribute themselves 
in the available space such that none of them will come too close 
to its fellow-cube. If, by putting the cubes into the box, no particular 
ordering principle was observed, the entropy of the system will 
remain constant, or, at worst, increase a small amount. 

In order to make this game a little more amusing, suppose now 
I collect a population of cubes where only half of the elements are 
again members belonging to family I (or I') while the other half are 
members of family II (or IF) which is characterized by having 
only one side of different magnetism pointing to the outside. If 
this population is put into my box and I go on shaking, clearly, 
those cubes with the single different pole pointing to the outside 
will tend, with overwhelming probability, to mate with members of 
the other family, until my cubes have almost all paired up. Since 
the conditional probabilities of finding a member of family II, given 
the locus of a member of family I, has very much increased, the 
entropy of the system has gone down, hence we have more order 
after the shaking than before. It is easy to show* that in this case 


* See Appendix. 



Fig. 5. Before. 
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the amount of order in our system went up from zero to 

_ 1 _ 

R * ~ l°g2 (en)’ 

if one started out with a population density of n cubes per unit 
volume. 

I grant you, that this increase in orderliness is not impressive at 
all, particularly if the population density is high. All right then, 
let’s take a population made up entirely of members belonging to 
family IVB, which is characterized by opposite polarity of the 
two pairs of those three sides which join in two opposite corners. 
I put these cubes into my box and you shake it. After some time 
we open the box and, instead of seeing a heap of cubes piled up 
somewhere in the box (Fig. 5), you may not believe your eyes, but 
an incredibly ordered structure will emerge, which, I fancy, may 
pass the grade to be displayed in an exhibition of surrealistic 
art (Fig. 6). 

If I would have left you ignorant with respect to my magnetic- 
surface trick and you would ask me, what is it that put these cubes 
into this remarkable order, I would keep a straight face and would 
answer: The shaking, of course—and some little demons in the box. 

With this example, I hope, I have sufficiently illustrated the 
principle I called “ order from noise,” because no order was fed 
to the system, just cheap undirected energy; however, thanks to 
the little demons in the box, in the long run only those components 
of the noise were selected which contributed to the increase of order 
in the system. The occurrence of a mutation e.g. would be a pertinent 
analogy in the case of gametes being the systems of consideration. 

Hence, I would name two mechanisms as important clues to the 
understanding of self-organizing systems, one we may call the 
“ order from order ” principle as Schrodinger suggested, and the 
other one the “ order from noise ” principle, both of which require 
the co-operation of our demons who are created along with the 
elements of our system, being manifest in some of the intrinsic 
structural properties of these elements. 

I may be accused of having presented an almost trivial case in 
the attempt to develop my order from noise principle. I agree. 
However, I am convinced that I would maintain a much stronger 
position, if I would not have given away my neat little trick with 
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the magnetized surfaces. Thus, I am very grateful to the sponsors 
of this conference that they invited Dr. Auerbach (6) who later in 
this meeting will tell us about his beautiful experiments in vitro of 
the reorganization of cells into predetermined organs after the 
cells have been completely separated and mixed. If Dr. Auerbach 
happens to know the trick by which this is accomplished, I hope 
he does not give it away. Because, if he would remain silent, I 
could recover my thesis that without having some knowledge of 
the mechanisms involved, my example was not too trivial after all, 
and self-organizing systems still remain miraculous things. 

APPENDIX 

The entropy of a system of given size consisting of N indistinguish¬ 
able elements will be computed taking only the spatial distribution 
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of elements into consideration. We start by subdividing the space 
into Z cells of equal size and count the number of cells Z ( lodging i 
elements (see Fig. la). Clearly we have 


SZ £ =Z (i) 

ZiZ^N (ii) 


The number of distinguishable variations of having a different 
number of elements in the cells is 


Z! 

p __- 

nz*i 


(iii) 


whence we obtain the entropy of the system for a large number of 
cells and elements: 


H = In P = ZlnZ - SZ- lnZ f (iv) 

In the case of maximum entropy H we must have 

dH — 0 (v) 

observing also the conditions expressed in eqs. (i) and (ii). Applying 
the method of the Lagrange multipliers we have from (iv) and (v) 
with (i) and (ii): 

X(ln Z i + l)SZ { = 0 
ZidZi - 0 

■ZdZi - 0 - (1 + In a) 

multiplying with the factors indicated and summing up the three 
equations we note that this sum vanishes if each term vanishes 
identically. Hence: 

In Z,- + 1 + ip ~~ 1 — In a = 0 (vi) 

whence we obtain that distribution which maximizes H: 

Zi^aQ"® (vii) 

The two undetermined multipliers a and ft can be evaluated from 
eqs. (i) and (ii): 

(viii) 
(ix) 


a Ee-# =Z 
a Eie”tf = N 
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— £e”^ = S/e' 


we obtain from (viii) and (ix) after some manipulation: 

a =Z(1 -e- 1 '”) ™- n (x) 



where n , the mean cell population or density N/Z is assumed to be 
large in order to obtain the simple approximations. In other words, 
cells are assumed to be large enough to lodge plenty of elements. 

Having determined the multipliers a and /?, we have arrived at 
the most probable distribution which, after eq. (vii) now reads: 

Z =-£" iln (xii) 

1 n 

From eq. (iv) we obtain at once the maximum entropy: 

jff = Zln(en). (»“) 

Clearly, if the elements are supposed to be able to fuse into pairs 
(Fig. lb), we have 

R' =Zln(en/2). (xiv) 

Equating R with H m and R f with H , we have for the amount of 
order after fusion: 


Zln(en) 1 

Z In (en/2) log 2 (en) 


(xv) 
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DISCUSSION 

Lederman (University of Chicago ): I wonder if it is true that in your definition 
of order you are really aiming at conditional probabilities rather than just an 
order in a given system, because for a given number of elements in your system, 
under your definition of order, the order would be higher in a system in which 
the information content was actually smaller than for other systems. 

von Foerster: Perfectly right. What I tried to do here in setting a measure 
of order, was by suggesting redundancy as a measure. It is easy to handle. 
From this I can derive two statements with respect to tfmax and with respect to H. 
Of course, I don’t mean this is a universal interpretation of order in general. 
It is only a suggestion which may be useful or may not be useful. 

Lederman : I think it is a good suggestion but it is an especially good suggestion 
if you think of it in terms of some sort of conditional probability. It would be 
more meaningful if you think of the conditional probabilities as changing so 
that one of the elements is singled out for a given environmental state as a high 

probability. 1 , .. 

von Foerster: Yes, if you change H , there are several ways one can do it. 
One can change the conditional probability. One can change also the probability 
distribution which is perhaps easier. That is perfectly correct. JOT u 
Now the question is, of course, in which way can this be achieved ? It can be 
achieved, I think, if there is some internal structure of those entities which are 

to be organized. , , . . . 

Lederman: I believe you can achieve that result from your original 
mathematical statement of the problem in terms of H and #max, in the sense 
that you can increase the order of your system by decreasing the noise m the 

system which increases i/max* , , 

von Foerster: That is right. But there is the possibility that we will pot be 
able to go beyond a certain level* On the other hand, I think it is favorable to 
have some noise in the system. If a system is going to freeze into a particular 
state, it is inadaptable and this final state may be altogether wrong. It will be 
incapable of adjusting itself to something that is a more appropriate situation. 

Lederman : That is right, but I think the parallelism between your mathemati¬ 
cal approach and the model you gave in terms of the magnets organizing them¬ 
selves, that in the mathematical approach you can increase the information 
content of the system by decreasing the noise and similarly in your system 
where you saw the magnets organizing themselves into some sort of structure 
you were also decreasing the noise in the system before you reached the point 
where you could say ah ha, there is order in that system. 
von Foerster: Yes, that is right. . 

Mayo {Loyola University ): How can noise contribute to human learning/ 
Isn’t noise equivalent to nonsense? . 

von Foerster: Oh, absolutely, yes. (Laughter). Well, the distinction between 
noise and nonsense, of course, is a very interesting one. It is referring usually 
to a reference frame. I believe that, for instance, if you would like to teach a 
dog it would be advisable not only to do one and the same thing over and 
over again. I think what should be done in teaching or training, say, an animal, 
is to allow the system to remain adaptable, to ingrain the information m a way 
where the system has to test in every particular situation a hypothesis whether 
it is working or not. This can only be obtained if the nature into which the 
system is immersed is not absolutely deterministic but has some fluctuations. 
These fluctuations can be interpreted in many different forms. They can be 



50 H. von Foerster 

interpreted as noise, as nonsense, as things depending upon the particular frame 
of reference we talk about. 

For instance, when I am teaching a class, and I want to have something 
remembered by the students particularly well, I usually come up with an error 
and they point out, “ You made an error, sir.” I say, “ Oh yes, I made an error,” 
but they remember this much better than if I would not have made an error, 
i^rnd that is why I am convinced that an environment with a reasonable amount 
of noise may not be too bad if you would really like to achieve learning. 

Reid (.Montreal Neurological Institute): I would like to hear Dr. von 
Foerster s comment on the thermodynamics of self-organizing systems. 

von Foerster: You didn’t say open or closed systems. This is an extremely 
important question and a very interesting one and probably there should be 
a two-year course on the thermodynamics of self-organizing systems. I think 
Prigogin and others have approached the open system problem. I myself am 
very interested in many different angles of the thermodynamics of self-organizing 
systems because it is a completely new field. 

If your system contains only a thousand, ten thousand or a hundred thousand 
particles, one runs into difficulties with the definition of temperature. For 
instance, in a chromosome or a gene, you may have a complex molecule involving 
about 10 6 particles. Now, how valid is the thermodynamics of 10 6 particles or 
the theory which was originally developed for 10 23 particles? If this reduction 
of about 10 17 is valid in the sense that you can still talk about “ temperature ” 
there is one way you may talk about it. There is, of course, the approach to 
which you may switch, and that is information theory. However, there is one 
problem left and that is, you don’t have a Boltzmann’s constant in information 
theory and that is, alas, a major trouble. 
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In order to express our assumption about the manner in which 
the probability of a response to a stimulus element changes as a 
function of reinforcement, we introduce the following notation. 
Suppose that a learning situation involves a collection of N stimulus 

elements (e u e 2 ,., e N ) and a set of r alternative responses 

(A l9 A 2 , .. A r ). By p hi>n we denote a theoretical quantity which 

may be regarded as the probability that stimulus element e h , if 
presented alone on trial n of the experiment, would evoke response 
Ai- When we are dealing with response probabilities at the 
asymptote of learning we shall drop the subscript n. The law of 
reinforcement we shall take over from statistical learning theory 
states that if on trial n of an experiment, stimulus element e h was 
present and sampled (“ perceived ”) by the learner, and response A { 
was reinforced, then 

Phi,n +1 = Ph i,n + C(1 - p h (1) 

where c is a constant with a value between zero and one. Equation (1) 
states that on each training trial the probability of the reinforced 
response to the given stimulus increases by a constant fraction of 
the difference between its current value and unity. This difference 
equation may be rewritten in the form 

Phi,n+ 1 = (1 - C )Pki,n + C (lfl) 

if we wish to emphasize the linearity of the transformation. 

Numerous experimental studies (e.g. Ref. 3) have shown that 
this function describes the course of acquisition in various simple 
learning situations in which the entire stimulating situation is 
replicated from trial to trial. Consequently we should expect it to 
hold also for the simple paired-associate problem, comprising a set 
of N distinct stimulus patterns and r distinct responses, as illustrated 


in the paradigm below. 


Stimulus 

Response 


a 



e N 

a n 
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A cycle of training trials consists of a single reinforcement of the 
correct response to each of the N stimuli, the list being given in a 
new random order on each cycle. On the assumption that eq. (1) 
describes the change in probability of a correct response to each 
item on any one trial, it is easy to show by induction that probability 
of a correct response to any item can be expressed as a function of 
trials by the formula 


Pki>n = i-(i- Phi>1 )(i-cy- 1 (2) 

If the value of the parameter c is the same for all items, then eq. (2), 
with the subscript h dropped, should also describe the expected 
proportion of correct responses per trial. A straightforward pro¬ 
babilistic derivation^ shows further that the expected proportion 
of instances in which k correct responses are given on the nth. 
presentation of the list is expressed by 

p » (k ) = o) 

Applications of eq. (2) and (3) to data from simple paired- 
associate experiments* 3 > 5) lend empirical support to our assumption 
that the course of simple associative learning is accurately described 
by eq. (1) and its various corollaries. In the remainder of this paper 
we shall be interested in this mathematical model, not for its own 
sake, but for its value as a tool of analysis. 

In the simple paired-associate experiments, a given stimulus 
pattern was always presented as a whole, both on training trials and 
on recall tests. When we consider possible variations in this situation, 
one of the first questions that comes to mind is whether the effect 
of the training is to establish an association between a response and 
a stimulus pattern as a whole or also to establish associations 
between the response and various components into which the 
pattern can be analyzed. Consider, for example, the following 
item which occurred in a recent paired-associate experiment con¬ 
ducted by Judith P. Frankmann (6) in our laboratory. 

Exper. A Stimulus Response 

rc 1 

gi 2 
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Stimulus pattern rc consisted of a red light presented together with a 
continuous tone and response 1 was always reinforced in its presence. 
Stimulus pattern gU consisting of a green light together with an 
intermittent tone, was similarly correlated with reinforcement of 
response 2. By the end of a training series comprising 30 reinforced 
trials on each pattern, a group of 24 human subjects was making 
nearly 100% correct responses. Evidently each of the two patterns 
could be regarded as a stimulus element for which eq. (1) was 
satisfied. We may ask, however, whether the same was true also of 
the separate components, r, g, c, and i. 

To gain evidence on this point, tests were given with these com¬ 
ponents appearing alone. The results of these tests are shown in 
Table 1, the “ correct ” response to a component being designated 
as the one previously reinforced to the pattern of which it was a 
constituent. 

Table 1. Test Data from Frankmann Study 


Stimulus 

Proportion of 


“ correct ” responses 

rc 

094 

r 

0*83 

c 

068 

gi 

0*81 

g 

0-78 

i 

0 62 


(It should be mentioned that the symbols given here should not 
be taken literally, for the data are pooled over a number of different 
sets of tones and lights, all of which had been manipulated 
analogously to those shown in Table 1.) On the whole, the pro¬ 
portions of correct responses to components are somewhat below 
those to the corresponding patterns. 

The appropriate interpretation is not immediately obvious. 
One’s first reaction might be to conclude that the association of a 
response with a complete training pattern is stronger than its 
association with the separate components. However, we should 
note that the tests with components alone must have involved some 
new stimulation that had not been present during training and that 
would be expected to act as “ noise ” in producing regression Of the 

E 
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observed response proportions toward a chance level. With this 
consideration in mind, we should perhaps suspend judgment for 
the moment and seek additional tests of the hypothesis that the 
responses have become associated with the stimulus components 
in the same way and to the same degree as with the full patterns. 

In order to obtain some independent evidence on this point, let 
us turn to a new, and slightly more complex experimental situation. 
In the Frankmann experiment, both a given pattern and its con¬ 
stituents were always associated with the same response. This 
special restriction is not an essential aspect of paired-associate 
training, however. More generally, we expect human subjects to 
achieve accurate performance in the recognition of stimulus patterns 
even if the patterns are composed of components which vary 
independently. 

Consider for example the situation used by Arnold Binder for a 
series of studies of recognition training in the Indiana laboratory. 
The experimental paradigm took the following form: 


Exper. B Stimulus pattern Response 
ace a 1 

ade Aa 

acf 

adf b 2 

bee c r 

bde C a 

bef Cs 

bdf C 4 


The small letters in the left-hand column represent components of 
the stimulus patterns, which were actually geometrical figures; 
e and / denote a triangle and a circle, respectively, a and b a 
horizontal straight or jagged line above the triangle or circle, c and 
d an oblique straight line at the lower left or right corner of the 
figure (for additional details, see Ref. 7). 

During training, each of the eight patterns is uniformly associated 
with reinforcement of the response paired with it. With sufficient 
practice, human subjects attain 100% accuracy in recognizing 
these patterns and give the correct responses when the patterns are 
presented on test trials. Suppose, however, that an incomplete 
pattern, say a e, or b alone, is presented on a test trial. If a single 
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component, or a sub-pattern, acts as a unit ( u stimulus element ) 
in this situation, then the theoretical assumption derived from the 
simpler experiment leads us to predict that the subject s response 
to b alone will be either C l9 C 2 , C 3 , or C 4 , and his response to a e 
will be either Ai or A%. The results of a number of tests of this kind 
show that predicted values are approached although there is a 
small attenuation in the probabilities of “ correct responses when 
tests are given in new stimulus situations that had not occurred 
during training. 

Our analysis of this last situation is not yet complete, for one 
may ask, not only which responses will be given to a sub-pattern on a 
recognition test, but also how response probability will be divided 
among the “ appropriate ” alternatives. To deal with this question, 
we require two theorems derivable from the law of reinforcement 
(eq. 1) for less restricted boundary conditions than those involved 
in our treatment of the simple paired-associate problem. We 
consider now a class of situations, of which Binder s is a special case. 
One response from a set of r alternatives is reinforced on each trial, 
and the relative frequencies of stimuli and reinforcing events are 
so arranged that when stimulus element e h occurs on a training 
trial, response i is reinforced with probability n hi (n hi is constant 
over the training series). By a derivation that has been published 
elsewhere/ 2 » 4) our law of reinforcement yields the following difference 
equation 

Pki ,«+1 = 0 - C )Pki,n + C7Z M W 

as the function describing the expected change in p hi from trial to 
trial under the specified conditions (a trial now being interpreted 
as any training trial on which stimulus element e h is present). We 
shall be interested primarily in the asymptotic value p hi , of the 
conditional response probability. By setting phi , n +i " Phi,n ~~' Phi 
in eq. (4) and solving for p hi this value is found to be 

Pki^Khi- & 

Asymptotically, the conditional probability of a given response 
to a stimulus element approaches the conditional probability of its 
reinforcement in the presence of that element during training. This 
result we shall refer to as the matching theorem. 
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Now we are ready to return to the experiment on pattern 
recognition. In the particular study discussed above (Exper. B), all 
eight of the patterns were presented equally often during training. 
Therefore, we should predict that, for example, A x and A 2 would 
occur equally often in response to the test combination a e , and 
that C i9 C 2 , C 3 , and C 4 would occur with equal frequencies in 
response to the test on b alone. These expectations were borne 
out by the data. 

A more interesting application of the matching theorem arises 
if the various patterns are presented with unequal frequencies 
during training. Suppose, for example, that the pattern ace 
occurred twice as often as ade. Then, if the matching theorem 
is satisfied with the sub-pattern a e serving as a stimulus element, 
the conditional probabilities of reinforcement of responses A 1 and 
A 2 in the presence of this element would be f and i, respectively. 
Asymptotically, these values should be matched by the conditional 
response probabilities. For a group of 55 subjects in one of Binder’s 
experiments, these relative frequencies did in fact obtain. The 
results of the test on a e are shown below: 


Response 

Observed proportion 

Theoretical proportion 

A 1 

0-65 

0-67 

A 2 

0-29 

0-33 

Other 

006 

_ 


In the same study, the third and fourth patterns, a cf and a df, 
appeared with relative frequencies in the ratio 4:1 during training. 
On a recognition test with sub-pattern af\ the response pro¬ 
portions were: 


Response 

Bi 

Other 


Observed proportion 
0-76 
0-20 
0*04 


Theoretical proportion 
0*80 
0-20 


These and other similar results from an extensive series of studies 
by Binder and his associates, (7) as well as related experiments 
conducted by Peterson, (8) Solley and Messick, (9) and by the 
writer, have provided an impressive accumulation of evidence 
suggesting that eq. (1) and the matching theorem are satisfied for 
the whole hierarchy of sub-patterns and components which vary 
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as units during a series of learning trials; the probability of a 
response to any sub-pattern when tested alone tends asymptotically 
to the marginal relative frequency with which the response has been 
reinforced in the presence of the given sub-pattern during learning. 

We must hasten to add, however, that this elegantly simple and 
clean-cut conclusion is justified only when training is conducted 
under the type of stimulus arrangements we have considered. To 
bring out an important qualification and at the same time to leave 
the reader with a realistic picture of the present state of research 
in this area, I cite one more empirical finding. Below we see the 
experimental paradigm for a study of human discrimination learning 
recently conducted in my laboratory with the assistance of B. L. 
Hopkins. 


Relative frequency 

Stimulus 

Response 

1/8 

a 

1 

1/8 

b 

2 

1/4 

a b 

1 

1/8 

c 

1 

1/8 

d 

2 

1/4 

c d 

2 


The first column gives the relative frequency with which the stimulus 
in the second column occurred during training, and the third 
column gives the response reinforced in the presence of the given 
stimulus. The component stimuli were actually Russian script 
characters, but for convenience we represent them here by letters 
available on an American typewriter. The responses consisted of 
an upward and a downward movement of a lever. 

Training continued for 128 trials, at the end of which the curve 
of correct response proportions was clearly approaching unity for 
each of the six training stimuli. This result, taken by itself, is not 
surprising, but it does raise a difficulty for the conclusion about 
probability matching drawn from the preceding experiments. The 
asymptotic probability of response 2 to stimulus b, for example, 
approaches the relative frequency of reinforcement in the presence 
of b alone, not the marginal relative frequency with which response 2 
was reinforced whenever b was present (i.e. on b and a b trials 
taken together). A similar statement holds for the probability of 
response 1 to stimulus c. 
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The substance of these results would seem to be that when a cue 
appears both as a separate pattern and also as a component of a 
larger pattern, with different reinforcement contingencies on the 
two types of trials, the probability of any given response to this 
cue satisfies eq. (1) and the matching theorem over the sub-sequence 
of trials on which the cue appears as a pattern alone. Put differently, 
once a response has become associated with a stimulus pattern 
appearing as a whole, this association is undisturbed by reinforcing 
events that occur on trials when this stimulus appears as a com¬ 
ponent of a larger pattern. Through the same operation of reinforce¬ 
ment, a response may become associated with a pattern as a unit, 
with the constituents of a pattern, or under some circumstances, 
with both simultaneously. However, in a sense, the relation involv¬ 
ing the entire pattern as a unit is dominant over those involving its 
components. 

Considering the present state of research on pattern learning, it 
seems more fitting for a progress report to terminate with a problem 
than with a conclusion. To this end, let us refer once more to the 
paradigm of the last experiment (Exper. C). Suppose that after the 
termination of discrimination training, we assemble some of the 
component stimuli into new test patterns. We might, for example, 
present a b c as a test pattern. What should we predict for the 
probability of response 1 ? If the sub-pattern a b acts as a unit, 
then evidently the probability of response 1 should be unity, since 
it is the response reinforced both to a b and to c during training. 
If, however, a and b act as units separately, then the probability 
of response 1 should be less than unity, perhaps f since two of the 
three elements have become cues for response 1 during training. 
Similar considerations would obtain for a number of other test 
patterns, ab d and a c d, etc. 

These tests have been actually conducted and the results will be 
reported in due course along with my own theoretical analysis of 
the test situation. In the meantime, other investigators may wish 
to avail themselves of the opportunity of testing their theories of 
pattern learning and recognition by formulating predictions of the 
response proportions on these tests without any danger of bias 
from prior knowledge of the results. Leaving this problem hanging 
in air will also serve to underscore the fact that even in relatively 
simple experimental situations one may still encounter areas of real 
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uncertainty as to precisely “ what is learned ” when an individual 
acquires differential responses to stimulus patterns. 
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DISCUSSION 

Newell {Rand Corporation): I would like you to comment on whether in this 
last situation this is a learning situation for the subject or whether this is a 
dilemma resolution situation for the subject. It seems to me that in some sense 
he is faced with an entirely new stimulus like an ABC sign which he has never 
seen before and his problem is what to do. He is forced to respond. He doesn’t 
see anything in the pattern that he has known in the past and so he has to select 
one thing. Maybe one of the major issues is what the experimenter wants him 
to do in the situation, and you would not really characterize this as a learning 
situation proper. 

Estes: It is hard to know in which of many possible senses to answer the 
question. I prefer to regard it as a learning situation for several reasons. One 
is that I happen to be identified with the psychology of learning personally. 
A second one is that I don’t see any immediate likelihood that it would be 
profitable to apply other kinds of theories such as decision theory to the subject’s 
task in the situation because he receives this test combination once at the end of 
training and he has no opportunity to receive feedback from his behavior on 
these test trials and modify it in the light of experience or in the light of principles 
or what not. 

He is given a single test on a new pattern with a very short time to respond 
and it is hard to see how his response could be affected by anything but the 
immediately preceding pattern which would, for me, by definition, make this 
a problem for learning theory rather than a problem for decision theory. 
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Minsky (M.I. T .): Could you say a word or two about this matching theorem 
which is a lovely experimental result? It falls right out of the theory. But it 
seems to me like a rather inefficient strategy for any really adaptive learning 
creature to use. That is, if you get rewarded 90% of the time for something 
you ought to apply it all the time. I wonder how you could fit that into a more 
complicated theory of behavior ? 

Estes: I could make a couple of comments on that. Firstly, in an extremely 
simple situation where there are say only two alternatives being presented 
repeatedly and having different probabilities of success, then it is indeed an 
inefficient strategy for the learner to follow the matching theorem rather than to 
follow the statistical decision theory, or a result that would be predicted from 
game theory. It is interesting to note, however, that it is precisely and almost 
only in these very simple choice situations that this matching theorem appears to 
break down after a long series of trials. In some simple two choice situations, 
after a long series of trials, apparently something else comes in and the subjects 
depart from the matching theorem and do go to 100%. 

As soon as we put them into a more difficult situation such as this recognition 
problem with all its independently varying cues, then, in my experience, the 
matching theorem is really accurately satisfied numerically. It may be that this 
is better than anything else that could easily be offered. 

Mayo (Loyola University ): In your first example when you presented rc as a 
pair, then r or c alone, how much savings was there for either r or cl I mean 
savings in the Ebbinghans sense. 

Estes: I presume this would mean savings in the trials required to learn 
to criteria on the new stimuli. That I can’t answer because we gave no additional 
training on the component stimuli in our experiment. More generally, what 
one would want to know would be how much retention decrement there was 
on the components alone and that in absolute terms wouldn’t mean any¬ 
thing, so the problem comes down to expressing a decrement as a function of the 
conditions that are responsible for it. Maybe if we have another conference in 
ten years we can add something useful to that. 

Lyman ( UCLA ): Does the matching theorem work out when the responses 
have a differential reward value ? For example, one response gets a very large 
reward and the other a very small reward ? 

Estes : The briefest answer is no. What I think is the case, at least for a fair 
class of experiments in human subjects, is the following: If the consequences 
of two choices have different rewards, for example different amounts of money 
or something of the sort, over a series of trials one does not satisfy the matching 
theorem as stated, but possibly one can find a pair of numerical weights to be 
associated with these two differential rewards such that they will then satisfy 
a modified matching theorem for any probablistic schedule you might wish to 
put them in. If so, that would mean one could use learning experiments of this 
sort for the purpose of measuring utilities, as the economists try to do from a 
different viewpoint. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 


This paper is concerned with the question of how a brain, or brain- 
like system, can recognize similarity among the various possible 
transformations of a sensory pattern, or image. If we make an 
arbitrary choice of a transformation group—say, the group of all 
rigid motions—then we are interested in recognizing as similar , and 
applying the same name, or eliciting the same response to, all 
patterns which are generated by applying the transformations of 
the group to some arbitrary initial configuration. To avoid triviality, 
we require at the same time that the system assign different names 
or responses to stimuli which are not similar under the transformation 
group in question. For convenience of discussion, we shall limit 
our remarks to those transformations which can be represented as 
one-to-one mappings of a visual field, or retina, on to itself. This 
does not mean that the methods discussed are necessarily limited 
either to vision or to one-to-one transformations; the constraint 
is introduced only to enable us to deal more rigorously with a 
well-defined class of problems. After reviewing three fundamental 
methods hitherto suggested for dealing with this problem, I would 
like to take this opportunity to introduce a fourth fundamentally 
different method, which has come to light only during the last few 
months, in the course of work on the perceptron program, at 
the Cornell Aeronautical Laboratory. (See Refs. 1, 2 and 3 for a 
general review of this program.) In presenting this fourth method, 

I hope to show how a self-organizing system can be designed 
which is capable of abstracting from a given environment those 
transformations which most frequently occur, and which will 
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then be capable of recognizing the similarity or dissimilarity of 
entirely new, hitherto unexperienced patterns, in terms of these 
transformations. 


II. ADMISSIBLE TRANSFORMATIONS 
Figure 1 illustrates a number of transformations of the letter 
“ N ” which would be admissible under the class of 1:1 transforma¬ 
tions being considered here.* The various recognition methods 
which we shall consider vary considerably in their capability for 
dealing with these different transformations, as we shall see. It is 
of particular importance to refrain from thinking of a transformation 
as necessarily implying an operation on the stimulus image ; in 
each case, the transformation is an abstract operator applicable to 
the entire retinal space , whether or not any particular pattern of 
illumination happens to exist. Thus, it is meaningful to talk about 
applying the same transformation (e.g. a rotation of 90 to any 
one of a number of different stimuli (such as the letter “ X ” or the 
projection of North America). It should also be noted that several 
geometric problems are immediately introduced if we try to satisfy 
the requirements of a l*.l transformation and at the same time 
to maintain a flat, bounded Euclidean space as the retinal field. 
Rigid motions, for example, would be ruled out in such a system, 
because points close to a boundary would be carried outside the 
retinal space. In order to allow for the possibility of rigid motions 
(which can be most readily simulated and analyzed), it is expedient 
in some of our models to assume a decidedly nonbiological retina, 
having a toroidal connectivity (or Born-von Karman boundary 
conditions), so that a stimulus pattern which is shifted off one 
edge simply re-enters at the opposite side of the field. More serious 
problems are introduced if we try to represent the projections of a 
three-dimensional physical space upon a finite two-dimensional 
retina; for example, the masking of one form by another, and its 
subsequent re-emergence, cannot be represented in a system which 
is subject to the 1:1 constraint. Although we are currently 
investigating some of the formal problems in the representation 
and analysis of such events, we will not enter into this here._ 


* Actually, only those 1:1 transformations under which the measure of the set 
of fixed points is close to zero will be considered here. Rotations, or distortions 
about a single fixed point are considered admissible, but the identity transforma¬ 
tion (for example) is not. 
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T * ROTATION 

T * CONTIGUOUS DISPLACEMENT 

T » DISJUNCTIVE DISPLACEMENT 

T * CONTINUOUS DEFORMATION 

T * INTERCHANGE OF DIAGONAL 
QUADRANTS 

T « TOPOLOGICAL TRANSFORMATION 


Fig. 1. Some possible 1:1 transformations. 


III. METHODS PREVIOUSLY PROPOSED 

Let me propose four names, for convenience of reference, for the 
four methods of transformation-recognition which are to be 
considered. These are: 

1. The analytic-descriptive method. 

2. Image transformation. 

3. Contiguity (or preponderance) generalization. 

4. Transform association. 

The analytic-descriptive method consists of reducing a stimulus 
pattern, or configuration, to a simple, canonical description, which is 
invariant under the transformations in question. This description 
(generally given in terms of measurements of lines and angles, 
ratios of dimensions, etc.) can then be compared with a stored set of 
master-descriptions to determine which corresponds most closely 
to the stimulus on hand. (See particularly, Refs. 4 and 5 for typical 
applications of this approach.) In general, these systems are 
neither neurologically oriented nor are they self-organizing. The 
usual objective is to find some method of analysis by which figures 
can be described, and which is applicable to programmed application 
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either by a digital computer or by some special-purpose device. 
A possible exception to this statement is the system proposed by 
Oliver Selfridge (6) where a given vocabulary of elementary analytic 
operations and functions are experimentally recombined and 
optimized through experience to yield a desired recognition function 
in a more or less arbitrary universe of forms. We might also mention 
Hebb’s “ phase sequences ” (7) as a neurological concept which 
probably best fits in this class. Most such systems, however, are 
clearly special-purpose devices, which are as lacking in simplicity 
of organization as they are in generality. Nonetheless, these are 
the only systems, to date, which can deal readily with the recognition 
of certain topological transforms (see Fig. If), and it seems quite 
plausible that a more advanced system than our simple perceptrons 
might begin to make use of such techniques. 

The method of image transformation has been more seriously 
advanced as a possible model for the brain’s operation in the 
perceptual-generalization problem, or, as McCulloch and Pitts 
call it, the problem of knowing “ universals.” (8 * 9) In this method, 
a network of neural elements (or similar components) is devised, 
which actually applies all of the admissible transformations to a 
stimulus image which is obtained from the retina, and attempts to 
“ normalize ” this image in position, size, angular rotation, etc. 
so that at some point the image can be superimposed on, and 
recognized as identical to one of a number of stored normalized 
forms, or “ memory traces.” This method has a number of serious 
disadvantages. First of all, it is apt to be most uneconomical in the 
number of neural elements required. Some of Culbertson’s models, 
for example, (8) could readily use up all of the cells of the human 
central nervous system just in the process of centering, rotating, 
and transforming the size of a retinal image. Each new transforma¬ 
tion which we wish to consider (such as elongation, or a tilting- 
distortion of the type that would produce italics from standard 
characters) requires an additional specially designed computing 
network, or transformation network. Such networks require a 
precision of connections and a type of functional specificity of 
different units which seems to be most uncharacteristic of biological 
systems; they do not seem to mesh at all well with the observed 
ability of an undamaged part of the cerebral cortex to take over 
the functions of damaged areas. Moreover, once a particular 


67 

Perceptual Generalization 

—format tan function is bu». »»the 

,„e«. *?.<*"*£?*£ *-*• »'•* 

is not to be calledan NJj. mech anism for rotation, it could 
system does not have a . r an “n»» in normal 

never recognise the pot—l “""“HuStly -These logical 
position and one which ’ ith sufficien , inventive 

difficulties — ^“Lpliei.,, and I am »n- 

ingenuity, but only at a gM matc h even the most 

vineed that, a » has a theoretical brain 

P id° f nothing else obey the canon of simplicity. 

ircr^ed^svste. 

7”w™ dte lSy to cause serious malfunction. in performance, 
plan would be likely „ . talking about a nerve net, 

When we use the term " '«> ” “ to the 

« 1“ 1“ SS it .Sr M»id»«1 functional e,ua.io«s, M 

It was with the idea of stuaymg m » nerceotron 

memory in minimally constrained systems that the perceptron 

program was initiated. iven perceptron, regardless 

’ system as a logical Unction P statistical 

= 2 . «—» 




68 


Frank Rosenblatt 


performance characteristics^dLTi!To^'interesf fnlcf 

sissvss,vsr k ,r?i - 

w^Etr, srt *A d "*““" “*“'=>“»»»» 

Which fir V method for trans f° rma tion recognition 

and Parley^ hJe JlT^ ge , neraliza,ion ’ ^ which Clark 
the mettirJ w u u a ° d P re P on derance generalization. This is 
e method winch has previously been employed in the perception 
its simplest form (as demonstrated by Clark and Farleit tv,- 
method simply rests on the fact that a slight displacement or modified 

it is necessary that each new stimulus pattern share a set' r>f t- \ 
Clloite? Thus t^g'u 0 If'" 011 the , responSe has P re ^““ly 

*«“* » “* *“■ i, i. f„ ,be 8 peCr«“ Le 




Perceptual Generalization 69 

the letter “ N ” in a large number of intermediate positions, so as 
to form a chain, or “ contiguity sequence,” connecting the original 
figure to the new one. If this is done, and if the parametric design 
of the system is right, then we can show that the perceptron will 
spontaneously tend to generalize the response originally assigned 
to the “ N ” on the left, so that it eventually occurs for the figure 
on the right. 

This “ spontaneous organization ” effect (3) was originally demon¬ 
strated in a digital simulation experiment using squares randomly 
placed in the left half of the visual field as one class of stimuli, and 
squares randomly placed in the right half of the field as the other 
class to be discriminated. Since no squares were allowed to appear 
in the middle of the field, we actually had two disjunct classes, 
within each of which intersections of stimuli were possible. This 
experiment, however, is in a sense a trivial one, for the specification 
of any illuminated retinal point would be sufficient to specify the 
class to which the stimulus belongs, and we are not actually obtaining 
form discrimination at all, but only discrimination of position. 
A more sophisticated experiment was subsequently performed, 
using horizontal and vertical bars as the two stimulus classes. 
The perceptron used in this experiment is illustrated schematically 
in Fig. 2, and the performance curves obtained are shown in Tig. 3. 
Since the perceptron was assumed to have an infinite number of 
association units, it was possible to calculate the response of the 
system exactly instead of simulating it, unit by unit, as has been 
done in some of our other experiments. The system consists of a 
20 by 20 retinal mosaic, in which a toroidal connectivity is assumed, 
as described above. The sensory points are connected at random 
to association units, and these are all connected to a single binary 
response. An association unit (or ^4-unit) may deliver either a 
positive or negative output signal, depending upon its past history. 
If the total signal received by the response (or jR-units) is positive, the 
response R — 1 occurs; if the signal is negative, the response R — 0 
occurs. If R = 1, then a reinforcement operator, p, is applied, as 
shown by the feedback line in Fig. 2. This reinforcement operator 
induces a gain in the strength of the output signals (or in the weight 
of the connections from /f-units to the i?-unit) for all of the active 
^4-units. This gain is retained permanently, unless specifically 
altered by subsequent events. At the same time, any units Which 
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are currently inactive at the time the reinforcement is applied lose 
in strength (algebraically) so that collectively they just cancel out 
the gain of the active units, keeping the total weight, or value, over 


P 



RANDOM 

CONNECTIONS 


Fig. 2. A simple perceptron capable of contiguity generalization. 



TIME (NO- OF STIMULI) 8 


Fig. 3. Experiment 5-4. 

the entire set of ^4-units equal to zero at all times. A system in 
which the gain in the active units is balanced by a compensating 
loss in the inactive units is called a gamma system . In the present 
system, a decay rate, <3, and a slight additional loss-component, e, 
has been introduced, yielding the difference equation 

Av ; = p(a* —P a — <5v,. - e) (1) 

In this equation, v t - = the current output signal strength of the 
unit a { . a* = 1 if a t - is active and 0 if a • is inactive, p = 1 if R = 1 
or 0 if R = 0. P a is the proportion of active ^4-units. 
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The net effect of these dynamics is described by the “ generaliza¬ 


tion coefficient,’ 


Su = -P«.■ 


P ‘i P ‘S B 


( 2 ) 


where P a .. = the proportion of ^4-units responding both to 
stimulus S { and to stimulus Sj 
p a = the proportion of ^4-units responding to Si 
and P a ) = the proportion of ^4-units responding to Sj. 

Equations for these functions have been given elsewhere, (1>2) 
The generalization coefficient, g ij9 can be interpreted as a measure 
of the reinforcement which carries over to stimulus Sj as a result of 
presenting and reinforcing the stimulus S { . A more complete 
discussion of this function will be found in the Appendix to Ref. 3, 
and in a forthcoming report. For the time being, it is sufficient to 
note that if g (j is positive, then the stimulus Sj will tend to activate 
the same response which has been associated to S i9 while if g {j is 
negative, S ( will tend to evoke the opposite response from that 
associated to S { . It can be shown that two stimuli can be associated 
to the same response even if their g (j is negative, but it is essential 
that the sum of the over all pairs of stimuli in a class must be 
positive, or else it is impossible to associate all members of that 
class to the same response. 

The curves in Fig. 3 show the progress of learning for several 
different values of the decay rate, <5. <5 is the rate at which previous 
reinforcements are lost, or “ forgotten ” by the ^4-units. The 
measure of performance used in this experiment is P g , the prob¬ 
ability of correct generalization. A P g of 1 means that all of the 
horizontal bars evoke one response (either i? = 0orR = l) while 
all of the vertical bars evoke the opposite response. P g is equal to the 
proportion of the figures which are classified consistently. It should 
be emphasized that no attempt is made in the course of this experi¬ 
ment to direct the system or to influence it in any way in its choice 
of response; stimuli from the two classes are presented in a random 
sequence, and the only rule of operation is that whenever the 
response R — 1 occurs, the ^4-units are “ reinforced ” as described 
above. If the response is 0, no reinforcement is applied. Note that 
there is an optimum value of the decay rate, d. If the decay is too 
small, the system becomes rigidly set in a “ wrong ” pattern of 
response, while if the decay rate is too great, the perceptron forgets 
too rapidly, and learning is unstable. 


F 
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Now the results of experiments such as this were initially quite 
encouraging. Clearly, we had found a system which could spon¬ 
taneously differentiate dissimilar forms, while assigning similar 
forms to the same class. It soon became evident, however, that a 
perceptron designed in this fashion is exceedingly temperamental, 
and will perform properly only under a limited spectrum of environ¬ 
mental conditions. In the experiment just illustrated, horizontal 
and vertical bars 4 units wide and 20 units long were used as 
stimuli. If, instead, we use a 4 by 20 vertical bar as one stimulus 
class, and a pair of parallel 2 by 20 bars, separated by a space of 
3 units, and also vertical, as the other class, it can be shown that 
no combination of parameters in eq. (1) will enable a perceptron 
of the logical design just described spontaneously to form two 
different classes. It happens that in the conditions of the former 
experiment, the intersection of any pair of bars drawn from opposite 
classes is exactly equal to the expected value of this intersection 
over all possible pairs and, whenever this is true, the perceptron 
will act in a well-behaved fashion. If (as in the second case) we are 
dealing with two classes such that the intersection of stimuli from 
opposite classes can exceed its expected value, spontaneous 
discrimination will be difficult, and often impossible, even though 
under “ forced learning it may be quite easy to teach the 

perceptron to tell the stimuli apart. 

Another peculiar problem of this type of system becomes evident 
from a consideration of the form of the learning curves, as illustrated 
in Fig. 3. These curves are convex, indicating increasing difficulty 
in completing the classes which have been correctly started, whereas 
_tjie learning curves for a human subject, given the same problem, 
would certainly be concave, and in fact would rise directly to a 
maximum level of performance as soon as he “ caught on ” to the 
^*\§ssential difference between the classes. The painfully slow rate of 
generalization which results from having to see stimuli in just the 
right position in order to generalize a step further from an existing 
“ bridgehead ” is also impressive. Such considerations as these 
strongly suggested that there must be some other method of 
generalization which could be employed by biological systems, 
without necessarily falling back upon the more complex and 
artificially constrained methods which were previously rejected. 
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Ultimately, this led to the discovery of the transform association 
method, which we will now proceed to develop more rigorously. 

IV. TRANSFORM ASSOCIATION SYSTEMS ^ 

In all of the perceptrons analyzed previously, we have assumed 
that all output connections from an /4-unit must terminate op an 
i?-unit. Basically, these perceptrons consist of a large number of 
parallel channels carrying signals from Y-points to i?-points. We 
will hereafter refer to such systems as parallel connection perceptrons. 
In contrast to such systems, we will now consider the class of cross- 
coupled perceptrons , in which an /4-unit may have output con¬ 
nections terminating on other /4-units as well as on i?-units. The 
organization of such a system is illustrated schematically in Fig. 4. 
The rules of organization are as follows: 

(1) Each /4-unit is assumed to receive a fixed number, n e , of 
excitatory connections, and a fixed number, n { , of inhibitory 
connections from the sensory system. Each of these connections 
originates from some sensory point, chosen at random. The 
excitatory connections carry a unit positive signal, and the inhibitory 
connections carry a unit negative signal, if the sensory point from 
which they originate is illuminated. The set of sensory points con¬ 
nected to a given ,4-unit are called the sensory origin points of that 
/4-unit. If no two connections to the same /4-unit originate from the 
same point, then there are n e +n { = m origins per /4-unit. There are 
no constraints on the number of A -units which may be connected to 
a given sensory point. 

(2) For simplicity of discussion, we will assume a single 
binary JR-unit, to which every /4-unit has an output connection. The 
connection of the ith /4-unit to R has a weight associated with it, 
which is designated w ir . This weight may be either positive or 
negative, according to the history of the unit, and is functionally 
equivalent to the “ value,” v •, which has been assumed in previous 
analyses. (1 > 2 >3) 

(3) Every /4-unit receives n x input connections from other 
/4-units. Each of these connections may originate from any one of 
the other /4-units, chosen at random. There are no constraints 
upon the number of cross-connections which may originate from 
any one /4-unit, but the expected value of this number will also be n x . 
A cross-connection which originates from unit a i and terminates on 
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unit a j has associated with it a weight, w ih which may be either 
positive or negative, depending upon the past history of the system. 
The weight, is a measure of the signal transmitted from a { to 
aj when a i is active. 1 

(4) Every ,4-unit has a threshold, 0, which is assumed to be 
constant and equal for all ,4-units. 

ooo 
o o o 
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ooo 
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S - POINTS 


Fig. 4. 


A-SYSTEM 
(Each unit 
receives 
inputs from S) 


RESPONSE 
(Inputs only 
from A) 


Typical connections for a cross-coupled perceptron. 


All signals transmitted in the perceptron will be measured in 
units which can be related to the threshold, 6. These units of signal 
strength, or intensity, will be called standard threshold units , or 
s.t.u.’s. An s.t.u. is of arbitrary magnitude relative to physical 
variables, but sets an internally consistent scale for the perceptron. 
The threshold, 6, is typically assigned a value of several s.t.u.’s, 
while sensory signals are either + 1 or - 1 s.t.u. The same unit 
will be employed as a measure of the weights w 0 - and w ir . 

The rules for the dynamics of the cross-coupled perceptron are 
as follows: 


(1) If the total input signal to an ,4-unit, which will be called a, 
is equal to or greater than the threshold, 0, the unit is active. The 
total input signal consists of the algebraic sum of positive and 
negative sensory signals, and the weights of any cross-connections 
from active ,4-units, as well as any feedback signal which a previously 
active ,4-unit may transmit to itself (see below). We will define the 
activity coefficient of unit a { at time t by: 

J a . (0= flifa ; (0 >9 

,W (0 if a,0) < 6 
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(2) Each ^4-unit which is active at time t delivers a signal to 
all units to which it is connected; this signal arrives at the receiving 
units at time t ~b 1. The signal from a { to a } is proportional to w^.f 

(3) Let U represent either an .4-unit or an jR-unit which is 
active at time t. Then the set of connections which terminate on 
this unit will have their weights permanently incremented or 
decremented according to the following rule: All connection 
weights, w iu , which originate from a unit, a { , which is also active 
at time t, gain an increment, Aw. At the same time, the weights of 
all connections to U lose a compensating quantity, equal to 
n* x '&w/n x , where n* x = the number of connections which are 
“ active ” (i.e. which originate from active units) at time t. Thus, 
for an active connection, the net change is 

Aw — n$Aw/n x 

while, for an inactive connection, the net change is — «/Aw/«*. 
This rule (which makes this a “ gamma system”) guarantees that the 
sum of the input weights to any .T-unit or jR-unit will be zero at all 
times. Note that an jR-unit is dynamically equivalent to an ,4-unit, 
and differs from an ,4-unit only in the topological fact that it has no 
direct input connections from any sensory points. 

(4) An JR-unit responds in the same manner as an ,4-unit 
with a zero threshold. It is active at time t if the total weight of 
its inputs at time t is greater than zero; otherwise it is inactive. 
(We can assume that if the net input weight is exactly zero, there 
is a 50:50 probability of the jR-unit being active or inactive.) 

These seven rules (three for the topological organization of 
the network and four for its dynamics) completely specify the kind of 
perceptron which we are interested in analyzing. We will designate 
this type of system a cross-coupled gamma system. 

For this class of systems, we now assert the following five pro¬ 
positions, where N s is the number of sensory points, and N A , the 
number of ,4-units, is assumed to be large. The notation R(S) will be 
used to denote the response evoked by stimulus S. 

t An alternative rule to dynamic rule No. 2 is: “ Each ,4-unit which is active 
at time t delivers an auto-feedback signal to itself at time t + 1.” A model 
which employs this rule has been analyzed, and is found to yield essentially 
identical phenomena, but with poorer performance, than the system considered 
here. A possible justification for introducing such an auto-feedback signal in a 
biological model may be found in Bums’ proposed mechanism for the repetitive 
firing of neurones, described in Ref. 11. 
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Five Propositions for the Cross-Coupled System 
R[S X ] * R[S y ] 

S represents any random-pattern stimulus. 

= means “ identical with a probability greater than chance.” 

For finite N s 

1. If T is any 1:1 transformation, and the perceptron is exposed to the 

sequence S x , T(Si), S 2 , T(S 2 ) . S„, T(S„), then 

i?[r -1 (^)] = R[S X 3 and R[T-\S y )] = R[S y l 

2. For the same conditions, = R[S X ] and R[T k (S } )] ~ R[S y ], 

3. Let G be any 1:1 transformation group and let 

^i~{T ix {Si), TiJiSd, . TUSi)} .... T iit T i% .and 

Tg 6 G . 

Then, given the sequence ^ 2j .... SP mi 

WASJ\ = R[S X ] and R[T£S y )] = R[S y ). 

For N s = oo. 

4. If S’s are random-pattern stimuli, all of the above biases vanish. 

5. If S’s are such that expected illumination density in the neighborhood 

of an illuminated point > expected illumination density over the 
retina, response biases in 1, 2, 3 should occur. 


In the proof of these propositions, three functions, which will 
be called P u , P(k), and P x (k ), are of fundamental importance. In 
what follows, we shall first carry out an analysis of these three 
functions, and then attempt to demonstrate that the above pro¬ 
positions necessarily follow. 

The function P u will be considered first. It is assumed that some 
stimulus, S(t ) occurs at time t, followed by S(t + 1) at time t + 1. 
In the association system, S(t) activates a set of ^4-units the measure 
of which has the expected value P al . S(t + 1) will activate a similar 
set of ^4-units, the measure of which is P a2 * The expected proportion 
of ^4-units responding to both stimuli is equal to the intersection 
of these sets, which has an expected value P al2 . These P a functions 
(as functions of the threshold, 6) have been analyzed previously (1 > 2) 
and always take the form of a monotonically decreasing function of 6. 

P u is then defined by the expression: 

Pul 2 — Pal Pal 2 


( 3 ) 
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i.e., P u is the measure of the complement of the intersection (Pan) on 
the set responding to S(t ). 

P u will be equal to zero if the stimuli are identical, and will be 
greater than zero otherwise. If the intersection of the two stimuli 
(measured on the retina by the normalized “common” area, 
Cia) is equal to its expected value, P aii = P ai P aj . 

Since, in what follows, we will generally be concerned with random 
pairs of random-pattern stimuli (i.e. patterns of dots randomly 
scattered over the retina) the intersections will not vary greatly 
from EC Moreover, if all stimuli are of the same area (as is the 
case in a 1:1 transformation) this further simplifies to: 

Pu=Pa- Pi ( 4 ) 

Before proceeding to the remaining two functions, P(k) and 
P x (k), we must define a concept of similarity for a pair of ,4-units, 
a i and aj. We will use the notation: a t sim a- 2 (k, T) to mean that 
a { has exactly k sensory origin points which are images under the 
transformation T of origins of a y . For an origin point to qualify 
as an image under T , it is necessary not only that its location must 
be the 7-transform of the location of some origin point of a j9 but 
that the connections in question should agree in sign as well; i.e. 
the origin point of an inhibitory connection can have an image 
only among the origin points of inhibitory connections of the 
other ^4-unit, and excitatory origins can have only excitatory 
images. If a { sim aj (k , T) we can also say that “ a { is similar to aj 
by the criterion ( k , T)” Note that if a { sim aj (k, T), then 
aj sim at (k, T- 1 ), where T- 1 is the inverse transformation. 

We define P(k) as the probability that two ,4-units have exactly k 
similar origins, under the transformation X As long as f is a 
1:1 transformation, P(k) is independent of T, and is given by the 
expression: 

k e max 

P(k) = Prob {a { sim a/&, T)} =* S P(k e yP(k { ) (5) 

ky min 

where k { — k — k e 

P{k.) -P.)*'"*' 

P(ki) = -Pi 
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k e min = max (0, — w.) 

k e max = min (k, n e ) 

P(k e ) is the probability that exactly k e out of the n e excitatory 
connections to a { are images of excitatory origins of and, 
similarly, P(k ,) is the probability that k i of the inhibitory origins 
of a i are images of inhibitory origins of a jt To calculate these 



k 

Fig. 5. P(k) as function of N e . 

probabihties, we need the probabilities P e and P { , which are the 
probabilities that one of the excitatory or inhibitory origins, 
respectively, corresponds in location to an image point of a suitable 
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excMory cr HtW »-«« of The* ,»•»«« « 

P ( = 1 — (1 — 1/W») ' 

p. = 1 - (1 - W* 

r e * 

S 'or «*) for a system with 5^tory 

and 5 excitatory connections to ^p^'^^welre given two units. 
We now require the function P,(k). I f we a e giv 

«, and a, which are similar to * 

probability that a ( respo d t units in ques tion, and to 

11 18 desl '. d that this is a conditional probability, we may 

^ '** •> responds to 


S is Pa ,, we have 


P* t \ ] (k)=p--P*i, j V<) 


We will therefore concentrate on finding the equation for W*)- 
Tan be divided'into six independent subsets, containing «„ 

' fJSSttSSZ 5KT-— •» ro > 

.O.V..00 b, ns) Which 

are not images of a 7 - origins. r / o\ which 

„ 3 = number of a,- excitatory origins act ‘ vated * ( ex ci ta tory 

- - 

„ „ S 1 , in'S”' origins activated by S which are 

not images of a { origins. 
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For a { to be activated by 2TS) we renuire „ , 

oft “ “ f b f M - . The -a 

illuminated) is equal to R which* ° a e , retinal P oints which are 
identical for S and T(S) k = er t ^ e 1 : ^ mle is necessarily 

of k e given k is K >’ • k k ,- The conditional probability 


nk, i k) = P{ktt k , k) = nk^-pjk^ 

P(k) 


(7) 


which can be calculated from eq ( 5 ) 
Going to the limit in N„ we obtain: ‘ 


’■s -*■ o> kp max 


2® (*;)»***«/' 

<e min 


k e min 

Safe* - "" “* v*mm* to, 


-kp — n 


k i — 7?n 


| A.) - ^ _ 7? 1 )”< 

Pf* | ~ ^(1 -*,)■' 

A«3 | *.) = gj *”3(1 _ 

A«4 | *.) = i^(l _ Rifi - H (g) 

P(n 5 I k„) = ^ k ‘j x-’m __ 

P(« 6 1 k.) = ~ r » 6( j _ 

For an infinite retina, R, = * 2 = .. = R __ „ T , 

these six probabilities gives us the probabmS I P * ° f 
combination, m n 9 n ai w « ^ a ? ablllt y of a particular 
’ n x , given k and Summing these products 
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for all admissible combinations of n ± .. . n 6 yields the probability 
that both ,4-units are activated by their appropriate stimuli, given 
k and k e . To eliminate the conditional dependence of this result 
on k e we multiply by P(k e | k ), and sum the resulting (uncon¬ 
ditional) probability over all admissible values of k e , which gives 
us the value of Px itj (k). Performing all of these operations thus 
yields the following equation: 

*<?max 6 

= 2 *(*. i *> • 2 II p{n ” 1 k,) 

k e mm — « 2 + «3 “ «4 > 0 1,5=1 

n z — »4 + «5 — «0 > o (9) 

n l9 n 5 < n e — k e 
n 2 ,n e <«,■ — k { 
n z < 

A set of curves for the conditional form of P x (k ), see eq. (6), is 
shown in Fig. 6, for the same values of n e and which were used 
in Fig. 5. Note that when k — m, the conditional probability, 
Px { | y, is equal to 1. 

It should now be noted, however, that the above equations, and 
the curves shown in Fig. 6, are good only for the assumption of an 
infinite retina, in which case the only admissible value of k is 0. 
If the retina is finite, then the specification of one of the components, 
say n lt sets the constraint that the origin points from which this 
set of connections originates cannot be used again as members of a 
mutually exclusive set, such as n z . The mutually exclusive sets are: 

« 3 and« 5 ; « 2 , « 4 and« 6 . Although we have placed no constraints 
upon the number of connections which may originate from the 
same origin point, the above combinations are mutually exclusive 
since if a point is employed in n l9 this implies that it does not have 
an image among the aj origins, while any point employed for n z 
does have such an image. n z and n 5 are similarly mutually exclusive. 
The relationship between the n x set and the n 5 set is less direct. 
If points are specified for n x these points are not themselves pro¬ 
hibited as origins for the « 5 set, but they imply the existence of an 
equal number of image points, which are excluded, for if any 
member of the n 5 set originated from one of these image points, 
it would have to be counted in n z instead of n 5 . The same observation 
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applies to the set of even-numbered ri* s. For a very large, or infinite 
retina, the restriction of a small number of points by the above 
considerations will have no effect upon the probability that some 
other point is illuminated by the stimulus, and consequently 
R l9 R 2 ,.. . Rq are all equal to R in eq. (8). In a finite retina, how¬ 
ever, the specifications of any of these components effectively 
reduces the residual set of illuminated points, and this causes a 
change in the value of R for the remaining components. Since 
origin points do not qualify as images, under our definition, unless 
the connections are of the same sign, the excitatory and inhibitory 
components do not interfere with one another, and remain indepen¬ 
dent. If we assume that none of the connections in any ©ne of the 
first four components originate from the same point (which is a 
safe approximation in all but the smallest of retinas) we can 
estimate suitably corrected values for the R’s by assuming the 
following procedure: 

(1) Lay down k e excitatory and k { inhibitory origins, con¬ 
stituting the set of k imaged origins. Assuming no 
coincidences among the k e excitatory origins, and no 
coincidences among the k { inhibitory origins, this leaves 
N s — k e sensory points as admissible origins for the n ± 
component, and N s — k { sensory points as admissible 
origins for the n 2 component. The probability that any 
one of the k imaged origins falls within the illuminated 
area of the stimulus is equal to R — R z — Having 
established these origin points gives us 




RN S — « 3 

N s -ke 


RN S — « 4 

Ri= ~N,-k i 

(2) Now assign the remaining origins of a i9 and count those 
points which fall within the admissible illuminated area 
(with probability R ± or i? 2 ) to obtain and n 2 . Since n l9 
» s and n 6 are mutually exclusive, this leaves RN S — n L — n 3 
admissible sensory points as possible n 5 origins, and 
similarly we are left with RN S — n 2 — « 4 admissible 
points for n G origins, while the total number of admissible 
points in the retina for excitatory origins has been reduced 
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to N s — n e9 and for inhibitory origins has been reduced 
to N s — n { . This yields: 

n RN S — n ± — n 3 

6= £T,~-n, . 

RN S — n 2 — n A 

N s ~Nr 

Substituting these values in eq. (8) yields a corrected expression for 
P*(A;), for a finite retina. 

On the scale used in Fig. 6, the difference between the finite and 
infinite cases would hardly be noticeable, provided the retina 
contained, say, 100 or more elements. Nonetheless, the difference is 
of considerable theoretical importance, as we shall soon see. It 
can be examined to better advantage in Fig. 7, which shows the 
difference, D — P x (k) — P a , for a number of finite retinal sizes, 
compared with an infinite retina. If the difference, Z>, for different 
values of k is weighted by P(k) and summed, it should come out 



Fig. 6. P X{ | . as function of k for infinite retina. 


to zero; i.e. the mean value of P x {k) = P a . As a consequence, we 
note that for a finite retina, D is actually negative for small values 
of k , although it converges to the same limit as the infinite case 
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(1 __ pj as k approaches m. For the infinite retina, D is equal 
to zero'* for k = 0, and greater than zero everywhere else—a fact 
which is consistent with the requirement that the sum of the weighted 
D *s must be zero if we recall that when N s = co, P(k) — 0 for all 
values of k greater than zero. 

We are now ready to consider the first of our propositions, namely: 

Proposition 1 

If N s is finite, and for two stimuli, S x and S y9 we have 
R(S X ) =£ R(Sy), and the perceptron is exposed to the sequence of 
random-pattern stimuli: S l9 T(S j), S 2 , T(S 2 ),. .. S n , T(S n )> where 
T is any 1 : 1 transformation, it is predicted that upon presentation 
of T~\S X ) and T~\S y ) we will obtain the responses R[T l - 1 (5'*)] 
= R{S X \ and R{T-\S y )} - R(S y ). 

We recall that the sign = is interpreted to mean “ identical with 
a probability greater than chance.” Also, note that none of the 
stimuli S y9 T(S X ) or T(S y ) are assumed to occur in the course 
of the “ pre-conditioning series ” S l9 TiS^, etc. The significance 
of this proposition is that it asserts that (assuming proper para¬ 
metric conditions) we can show our perceptron a series of random 
dot stimuli alternating with their transformations, T(S ), and expect 
to find a bias to generalize a response which is associated to any 
particular stimulus, S x , so that it is now elicited with a greater 
than chance probability by while an opposite response 

which is associated to S y generalizes similarly to T-^Sy). It makes 
no difference whether the responses R(S X ) and R(S y ) have been 
learned before or after the preconditioning series. If this proposition 
is correct, it means, in effect, that we can expect instantaneous 
generalization from a stimulus to its transform, provided only that 
the perceptron has experienced a sufficient number of completely 
irrelevant stimuli to which the same transformation was applied. 

Let us consider how this proposition arises from the original 
seven rules by which our system was defined. We will begin with an 
analysis of the expected bias which is introduced by showing the 
perceptron the simplest preconditioning sequence: the random- 
pattern stimulus S, followed by T(S). 

Let us first satisfy ourselves that the first stimulus, S 9 presented 
alone, introduces no bias of any consequence. The bias which we 
shall be looking for is a tendency for units which are similar by 
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criterion (fc, T) to become more strongly coupled if k is large than 
if k is small. The measure of “ coupling ” between the -4-units in 
question is the connection weight, w y . If we can show that the 
expected value of this weight is the same after the presentation of the 
random stimulus S as before, regardless of k, then it will become 
apparent later that the generalization bias predicted by the pro¬ 
position cannot be obtained in this fashion. 

Now, when the stimulus S' is presented, a proportion P « ol 
the .4-units is activated, which may include pairs of units having any 
degree of similarity, as measured by k. Since the points which 
comprise the random stimulus S bear no necessary relationship 
to the transformation T, however, there is no bias which favors 
one value of k more than another, among the various pairs of 
active 4-units. Consequently, we expect pairs of 4-units with 
k — 0, k — 1, k = 2, etc. to be represented among the active units 
in the same proportion as exists in the population of ^4-units at large, 
and any change in the connections of active units should be entirely 
independent of k. Moreover, the rules of the gamma system, 
defined previously, require that the net change in the weights of 
the cross-connections to any ,4-unit must be zero. Consequently, 
the expected value of the change (Aw, 7 ) in any cross-connection will 
likewise be zero, and (since the expected change is independent of k) 
the expected change in the weight of any pair of ,4-units which are 
similar by (fc, T) is still zero, regardless of the value of k. This 
proves our assertion that the presentation of S alone introduces no 
coupling-bias which distinguishes between large and small values 
of k. 

Now let us consider what happens when the second stimulus, 
T(S), is presented immediately following the stimulus S- We have 
seen in Fig. 5 and the discussion of P u , that the set of units activated 
by the second of two stimuli which follow in immediate succession 
includes a greater-than-normal complement of those units which 
responded to the first stimulus. In the present application, this 
means that T(S) will activate an excess, measured by P u , of units 
which normally respond to S. We might expect that this would 
introduce a bias in the population of active units favoring those 
pairs having a high degree of similarity under T; i.e., we would 
expect to find an excess of active pairs, a { sim aj (fc, T) where k 
is large, and a corresponding shortage of pairs whose similarity, 
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k, is small. If this is the case, we would expect the coupling of 
highly similar pairs to gain in value, while (through the gamma 
system compensation effect) connections of pairs which have a low 
value of k would be more likely to lose in value. That this is 
indeed the case we shall see through the following quantitative 
analysis. 

Let S occur at time t - 1 and T(S) at time t. (T is any 1 : 1 
transformation). All ^4-unit connections, with their associated 
weights, w ij9 are divided into four classes based on the activity of 
the terminal units, a { and a j9 as follows: 

Class 1: a i and a $ both active at t 
Class 2: a y active and <2 • inactive at t 
Class 3: both members inactive at t 
Class 4: a { active and aj inactive at t 
We will assume the convention that, in each case, the connection 
originates on the unit a i and terminates on a s . Then the effect of 
reinforcing the cross-connections at time t will be: 

Over all Class 1 connections, EAw^ > 0 
Over all Class 2 connections, EAw-j < 0 
Over all Class 3 connections, EAw^ — 0 
Over all Class 4 connections, EAw {j - == 0 
Note that these expected changes in the connection weights are 
mdependent of k. Let EAw {j over the set of Class 1 connections 
= A 1 , let EAw {j over the set of Class 2 connections == A 2 . We 
will now compute the expected gain in weight for a w iS linkage 
between a pair of units of known similarity, k 9 as a result of exposure 
to our sequence A, T(S). That is, we require EAw {j [ k 9 where it is 
assumed that a reinforcement increases “active-active” con¬ 
nections by Aw, and at the same time reduces all connections 
terminating on an active unit by —n* x Aw/n x , in accordance with 
our dynamic rule (3). But the expected value at time t of 
n x /n x = P a (t), so that the expected loss component will be 
— Pa(t) • Aw. This means that 

A x = Aw — P a (t)Aw = [1 - P a (*)]Aw 

A 2 = ~ Pa(t)Aw ( 1Q ) 

From our discussion of p U9 it is clear that P a (t) will be equal to 
Pa s 4* Pu, if Pa s = the “ normal ” value of P a in response to S , in the 
absence of feedback. Since these deltas are independent of k , we 
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can apply them to the set of connections for those pairs of ^4-units 
having any given value of k . Let 

N(k, T) — the number of connections between ^4-units which 
are similar by (&, T) 

N x (k, T ) = the number of connections between units which 
are similar by (k, T) and in Class 1 
N 2 (k , T) = the number of connections between units which 
are similar by (k, T) and in Class 2. 

Then we have: 


A 1 -N 1 (k ) T) + & 2 -N 2 (k,T) 
N(k, T ) 


If we divide each term of the numerator and denominator by 
Njj — the total number of a i9 aj connections, the N 9 s will be 
converted into probabilities, as follows: 


£Aw fi | k 


a 1 -p 1 +a 2 -p 2 


I where P(k) == probability that a x sim aj(k, T) 

Pi = probability that a connected (a it aj) pair is similar 
by (k, T ) and is in Class 1 

P 2 = probability that a connected (a i9 a s ) pair is similar 
by (k, T) and is in Cl^ss 2. 

Dividing the last expression through by P{k) to obtain conditional 
probabilities, we obtain: 


EAwy | k = AjCPj | k) + A 2 (P 2 | k) 

= {[1 — P*{t)XPi I ® - Pa(t) (P a I k)} • Aw (13) 

where P a (t) = P a$ 4- P a , as before. 

Let us now try to compute these conditional probabilities, 
Pi | k and P 2 | k. We recall that for Class 1 connections, a { and a j 
must both be active at time t, while for Class 2, a j must be active, 
and a { inactive at time t. For the conditional probabilities, we 
further require that a { sim a 3 (k 9 T). If this condition is fulfilled, 
then the first probability, P x | k, will be the sum of the following 
four components. To simplify notation, we will let P a{ = P v P« 2 = 

P fl r(5)’ anc ^ ^ a n ~ ^ a s nsy 


G 
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(1) Probability that aj is in the set “normally” responding 
to T(S ) and a { is in the set normally responding to 
T(S) = Pl 2 . 

(2) Probability that aj is in the set normally responding to S 
but not to T(S ), and a k is in the set normally responding to 
S but not to T(S) — Pi. 

(3) Probability that a, is in the set normally responding to S 
but not to T(S ), and a { is in the set normally responding 
to T(S) = P u * P x . 

(4) Probability that aj is in the set normally responding to 
T(S ), and a { is in the set normally responding to S but not 
to T(A) — P a<i * P «• 

Summing these four components yields: 

P^k^Plt+Pl+PuP'W+PvPu (14) 

A similar analysis can be performed for P 2 \ k , which is the 
probability of having a j active and a { inactive, given k . Now a jy the 
active member of the pair, must either be in the subset of units 
normally responding to T(S) or else in the incremental “ P u set,” 
normally responding to S but not to T(S). Let aj be in the “ P u set.” 
Then the probability that aj is in the P u set and a { is active is the 
sum of components (2) and (3) above = Pi 4- P u Px(k) — 
Pu[Pu + Px(k)]. The conditional probability of a { active given 
aj active is then P u + P x (k). Therefore the probability that a j is 
in the P u set and a { is inactive =P„( 1 — P u — P x (k)]. Similarly, 
we obtain the probability that aj is in the “P fl2 set ” anc ^ a j i s 
inactive, which turns out to be P fl2 (l — P u — P a2 ). Summing 
these two components yields: 

p 2 | k = Pul 1 - Pu - Px(k)] + Pa 2 ( 1 - Pu- Pa 2 ) 

= Pu + Pa 2 -P 2 u~ Pi 2 ~ PuPx(k) ~ P a2 P u (15) 

Substituting for P 1 \ k md P 2 | k in eq. (13), setting P a2 = P as , 
and dividing through by Aw gives us: 

L • Ebw u I k = [ 1 - Plt)J.Pl + Pi + PuP* (k) + Pa,P») - 
Aw 

— P a (t) • (Pu + Pa, — Pi— Pi, — PuPxik) — Pa^Pu) 

= (Pi + Pi + P«P*(k) + P a ,P») + (P, s + Pu? 


(16) 
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Now let us substitute P x (k) = P as 4* D(k) 9 where D is defined as 
P x (k) — P^ as in Fig. 7. Thus, we finally obtain: 

— • EAw iS I k = [Pa 2 , + Pi + 21°„Pa, + PMm - (Pa, + Paf 
A W 

— P u D(k) (17) 

In other words, we have proven that £Aw t -y | k is proportional 
to the difference, D(k) == P x (k) - P a > and to the quantity P u , 
which was previously defined. Now, still limiting ourselves to the 



Fig. 7. D — P x — P a for finite retina. 

set of connections connecting units of similarity k 9 let us examine 
the bias which is introduced upon presentation of the stimuli 
T-HS*) and T-'iSy), as specified in Proposition 1. 
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Either of these stimuli will activate a set of .4-units which (as was 
seen in the discussion of the zero bias resulting from the presentation 
of a stimulus S alone) are not biased towards any particular values 
of k , either in their connections with other active units or in their 
connections with inactive units. Suppose T~ l (S x ) is the stimulus 
presented. Then this will activate a set of n x cross-connections, 
some of which terminate on units normally responding to S x , while 
others terminate on units normally responding to S y . The prob¬ 
ability that one of these connections terminates on an A -unit which 
is similar by ( k , T) to the first unit is equal to 1°(k). If it is similar 
by ( k , T), then the probability that it is a member of the set respond¬ 
ing to S x is P x (k ), while the probability that it is a member of the 
set responding to some other “ random ” stimulus, such as 
T-'iSy) or S y , is equal to P a (being independent of k) in the case 
of any arbitrary set of .4-units other than the set specifically 
responding to S x . This means that if T -1 ^*) occurs, the probability 
that an output signal on a cross-connection between a pair of units 
which are similar by (k, T ) terminates upon an .4-unit in the set 
responding to S x is equal to P x (k), while the probability that the 
output signal is transmitted to a unit in the set responding to S y 
is equal to P a . Now, we know that the weight of a cross-connection 
between two /c-similar units has received an expected increment 
equal to D(k). Therefore, the expected value of an input to a unit 
in the set normally responding to S x through one of its cross- 
connections, when T(S X ) is shown, will be P x (k) • D(k). On the 
other hand, by similar reasoning, the expected value of the input 
received on a cross-connection by a unit in the set normally respond¬ 
ing to S y when T(S X ) is shown, will be P ax • D(k). The difference 
between the expected signal received by a unit in the S x set and the 
expected signal received by a unit in the S y set when T(S X ) is shown, 
following the preconditioning series S , T(S), will be: 

EAB | k = (P x (k) - P ax ) • D(k)AwP u 

= D 2 (k)AwP u (18) 

The use of D 2 in the above equation assumes that all stimuli are of 
the same area, so that P ax = P as . This is not a necessary condition 
(as can be seen by carrying along the two different values of P a in 
the following analysis) but the equations are simplified by having 
a single value of P a . 
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The above bias is the increment for each connection between a 
^-similar pair, favoring the excitation of an A -unit in the S x set 
over a unit in the S y set, when T(S X ) is presented. The same argu¬ 
ment yields an opposite bias when T(S y ) is presented. We can how 
remove the dependence on k by averaging over all possible magni¬ 
tudes of k as follows: 

EAB = P u Aw • ZD 2 (k)P(k) (19) 

k 

This quantity is the expected bias increment per connection per 
preconditioning stimulus pair. Each combination, [5, T(S)% in the 
preconditioning sequence will add this expected value to the bias 
for every connection, while the transitions (r^), S 2 ) which 
involve stimuli of different varieties, will contribute a zero incre¬ 
ment, since all of the effects in the preceding analysis will be 
independent of k , and it can readily be shown algebraically that the 
expected bias increment is zero. Thus, if the preconditioning 
sequence consists of n s random-pattern stimuli, alternating with 
their T-transforms, as required in Proposition 1, we get a total bias 
per ,4-unit of 

AB=P u n s n x EAB 

— n s n x AwP u • 'ZD 2 {k)P(k) (20) 

k 

This bias is actually equal to the expected total signal received 
from cross-connections by an ,4-unit in the S x set as a result of 
presenting T(S X ). An ,4-unit in the S y set, under the same conditions, 
receives an expected total cross-connection signal of zero, as Can 
readily be shown from the above equations. 

Now, this means that if the expected bias, A B, becomes great 
enough (as a result of having seen many preconditioning stimuli) a 
unit in the S x set will tend to be fired by T(S X ) 3 even though it is 
i not normally in the intersection of the sets responding to S x and 

j T(S X ). A unit in the S y set, on the other hand, will not be so affected 

by a presentation of T(S X ), but will be biased to respond to a 
presentation of T(S y ). Consequently, a presentation of T(S X ), in a 
large perceptron, will tend to activate more ,4-units normally 
responding to S x than units normally responding to S yt and, since 
it is these units which determine the response, R(S X ) is more likely 
i to occur than R(S y ). Conversely, if T(S y ) is presented, we expect 




92 Frank Rosenblatt 

to activate more units in the set normally responding to S y than 
in the set normally responding to S X9 so that R(S y ) is more likely to 
occur than R(S X ). This proves our Proposition 1. 

In the above analysis, it has been assumed that the weights 
which gradually accumulate during the preconditioning cycle will 
not drastically alter the situation from the conditions prevailing for 
the first pair, [S x , r(5i)]. This will actually be so only if the 
increment per stimulus cycle, Aw, is small enough to prevent the 
accumulated weights from swamping the normal sensory input 
signals, and to keep the standard deviation o(w t7 ) of the distribution 
of connection weights small relative to the input signals. In other 
words, we would like to maintain o-(w tJ ) < 1 s.t.u., while making 
the expected bias as large as possible by the end of the precondition¬ 
ing series. If we set the conditions that 

(tfOi,-) = 1 s.t.u. 

\EB = 1 s.t.u. 

at the end of the preconditioning series, then it is possible to solve 
these equations simultaneously for the required values of Aw and 
of n s , the number of preconditioning stimuli. Making a rough 
approximation for the variance, this calculation was performed, 
and it was found that for a perceptron with 5 excitatory and 5 
inhibitory connections per A -unit, and with 100 A -units each of 
which is coupled to the other 99, and using stimuli covering 25% 
of the retinal area in a 400-point retina, it would be necessary to 
use a Aw of 0.0001 s.t.u. and to show the perceptron on the order 
of 10 7 preconditioning stimuli. In other words, this is a very weak 
statistical effect compared to those which we have hitherto employed 
in the perceptron. 

A better idea of the magnitudes of the expected bias under these 
conditions can be obtained from Fig. 8, which shows the expected 
bias increment per connection per preconditioning pair measured 
in units of Aw. Note that the bias has been multiplied by 10 4 for 
convenience of scale representation. The effect is strongly dependent 
upon the threshold, as well as upon the number of retinal points, N s , 
against which it is plotted. 

Attempts to simulate this effect upon the 704 computer are being 
made at the present time. The large number of cycles and the 
small magnitude of Aw required for a well behaved system, however, 
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make the problem exceptionally difficult, and no success has been 
achieved to date.* 



Fig. 8. EAB as function of N s . 

Proposition 2 

This states that after having seen the same preconditioning series 
discussed above, the perceptron will tend to generalize the response 
R(S X ) not only to T(S X ), but also to T 2 (S X ), T 3 (S X ), etc. That this 
should occur can be seen from the fact that the effect previously 
considered is based upon the activation of an additional set of 
^4-units normally responding to r _1 [T(^)]. But, by extension of 
the same effect, this new set of units will tend to activate some set 
of ^4-units responding to etc. This effect will admittedly 

attenuate rapidly as the power of T increases, but nonetheless it is 
theoretically present to some degree. 


* Since this paper was written, the cross-coupled system has been successfully 
simulated, and the predicted effects observed. In order to keep the weights 
within acceptable bounds, an upper limit was introduced for wy, permitting 
greater values for A w and more rapid growth of the bias than is indicated in 
the text. 
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Proposition 3 

This rests upon the fact that pairs of stimuli which are not related 
by a particular transformation, T, in general tend to introduce 
a zero bias, for any coupling in which T is involved. Consequently, 
the generalized sequences of transformations will not interfere with 
the development of biases favoring each of the particular trans¬ 
formations of the group, G , which is in question. Moreover, through 
the power-effect (Proposition 2) there should actually be some 
degree of mutual support between those transformations of G which 
are generated by the same power series. 

Proposition 4 

This follows directly from the fact that P(k) = 0 everywhere 
except for k — 0, while D = 0 for the infinite retina when k — 0. 
Equation (20) yields a zero bias under these conditions. 

Proposition 5 

Proposition 5 indicates the corrective for this condition, which 
would otherwise make this entire effect too small to be of practical 
use m any but the smallest of sensory fields. In dealing with a 
very large retina, or a retina of infinitesimal elements, it is necessary 
to take account of the neighborhood of an illuminated point and 
its transform in defining “ similarity ” for a pair of .4-units. If we 
persist in using random-pattern stimuli (i.e. stimuli in which any 
retinal point is equally likely to be illuminated) there is indeed 
nothing that can be done about Proposition 4. Real-world stimuli, 
however, are not random assemblages of infinitesimal points; 
they tend to have some degree of coherence , and an origin point 
of fly which does not actually originate from the ideal image-point 
of an origin of a { may still be counted as “ similar ” if it is sufficiently 
close to the ideal image-point in question. Thus, in dealing with a 
universe of coherent stimuli, we define a { sim a^k, d , T) to mean 
that a { has exactly k origins which are within a distance d of image- 
points under T of origins of aj. If we take the derivative of our 
various functions with respect to d , and ultimately integrate the 
derivative of the bias over d , we will find that the predicted effects 
are restored, since the integral of P{k) over d is no longer equal 
to zero for k > 0. This analysis has not actually been carried out 
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Quantitatively. Proposition 5 is based on the qualitative^con¬ 
siderations above, but it is expected that the 

stimuli in place of random point stimuh will markedly increase 
the magnitude of the bias effects, even for a relatively small 


V. CONCLUSIONS 

The five propositions which we have just considered describe 
a number of hitherto unobserved phenomena in a fundamentally 
simple perceptron. This system is capable of “ abstracting thos 
transformations which are most common in a P“^r 
ment and applying them to new stimuli, which may be quite 
different in form from any which it has seen. It seems to accomplish 
all of the results of more rigidly designed systems, but arnves at 
its organization spontaneously, rather thanJiavingiLiwlt ^to 

the system. It is actually a system which^tonsTo^^) ip b 

sense that prior to the preconditioning experience it would be 
able to generalize from a given stimulus to its transform only by 
the slow and laborious method of contiguity generalization, while 
after having seen a suitable preconditioning sequence (not including 
Z XulHo be used for test purposes) it performs the same, task 
directly and without the requirement of any appreciable learm g 
period. The concave curves which are characteristic of human 
learning in problems such as our horizontal-vertical bar expenmen 

(Fig 3 ) should now begin to appear. In fact, these curves should 

change progressively in the direction of a concave insigh learn¬ 
ing ” curves, as preconditioning experience accumulates. It might 
be interesting to check for a similar change in the character of 
perceptual generalization curves in biological experiments on young 
animals. It can also be shown that the problem of being able either 
to recognize the similarity or the dissimilarity of transformed 
stimuli, such as the dilemma of distinguishmg the N from the Z 
in a system which generalizes over a group of rotations, has a 

satisfactory solution in this system. 

It is hoped that future work will reveal the potentialities of these 

effects more clearly. Meanwhile, it seems most ™P ortant to 
investigate possible methods of optimizing the bias effects, in order 
to make use of the weak statistical couplings upon which they are 

based. 
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Rosenblatt: That is correct. 
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right model of learning. When we do things where we don’t know what we are 
doing, like in studies of taxonomy and in trying to catalog Chinese characters, 
we tend to start off lickety-split, we know just about what we are doing, and then 
pretty soon the fringe cases come about and we don’t know quite where they 
fit in and it takes a long time to settle down. I think that is more appropriate 
than the pair-associated model. 

Rosenblatt: That is certainly true in certain kinds of learning problems. 

I don’t think, however, it is fair to resort to this type of learning material or this 
type of experimental situation in drawing comparisons with something like 
separating horizontal bars from vertical bars. In this particular experiment, 
these curves seem to be wrong for an adult human observer. This is the point 
I was trying to make. 

Question: I would like to know what experimental evidence there is for 
the statement you made that different organisms have much different connections 
between say the sensory cells and the central nervous cells? .. ;i 

Rosenblatt: The evidence I think begins as soon as you begin trying to 
identify areas in the brain of two members of the same species. It is hard enough 
even to be sure you are talking about exactly the same functional area of the 
brain, let alone being able to match connections on a one to one basis from one 
member of the species to another. 

If you do pick an area to be identical, I challenge you to find two members 
of the species with all cells in this area connected in the same topological fashion. 
To a certain degree one can trace connections. One can certainly trace them to 
the degree where it becomes quite clear there is a great deal of variation of an 
apparently random sort between individuals. 

Martha Evans (Los Alamos Scientific Laboratory ): You mentioned that the 
learning curves achieved in the horizontal-vertical discrimination were different 
from those of adult humans in similar learning situations. Are you attempting to 
duplicate human learning? Have you considered “ better ” modes of learning 
or would you? 

Rosenblatt: Well, first of all let me say that we are interested in duplicating 
human learning, if it is possible to do so. We are interested in determining the 
extent to which it is feasible to consider such a thing as duplicating human 
learning, or at least understanding how human learning operates. Whether or 
not there exists a better mode of learning is in a sense an empirical question to 
which I don’t feel we can supply an answer at this point. 

We are interested, however, not only in studying human learning, but in 
studying the behavior of networks which include biological nervous systems as a 
subclass. That is to say, we are interested in the study of signal transmission 
networks which involve connected nodes or cell points which have functional 
characteristics similar to those of biological neurons, but not necessarily identical. 

If it emerges from the study of such systems that some of these behave better 
than others or some of them do in fact behave better than the human nervous 
system, this would be a very interesting finding indeed. But it would emerge 
from the study of this general class of systems and is not something I feel we can 
specifically aim for at this point. 

Kalin (Air Force Cambridge Research Center, Bedford, Massachusetts)’. I 
would like to make clear, ladies and gentlemen, that I address this comment 
to Dr. Rosenblatt because his proposed machine is one of the better known 
examples of automaton type devices in which the connections over a large part 
of the system are essentially at random. I just want to raise a point which may 
have been overlooked concerning some of the implications of random connections 
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as sensory elements to nodes within the system. This has to do with arbitrary 
rearrangements of the retinal points on some two-dimensional retinal array on 
which we impose a pattern. 

It does seem to me any arbitrary transposition of such retinal points leaves 
a machine the same as it was before. In other words, if we impose an arbitrary 
order on the outside of something randomly organized on the inside, we still 
have a randomly organized device on the inside and since any permutation is a 
product of transpositions—it seems we could arbitrarily rearrange these retinal 
elements in the same way and still have the same type of a machine. 

From this point it seems to me that it necessarily follows that we can’t define 
an adequate distance measuring function over the space of n points defined 
over this retinal array. In other words, the only metric we can define, satisfying 
the usual properties such that it is a positive number that is zero if the two points 
that are supposed to measure the distances between are identical and in other 
cases it satisfies the triangle inequality and things of this sort—that the only 
metric we can define which measures the distance between two points arbitrarily 
fixed at A and B, is such that it is a constant if the points are not identical. 

Now if that is the case, I think we have trouble in defining machine character¬ 
istics that can be interpreted as meaning that the various points are adjacent to 
each other or that a certain set of points are equidistant from another point. 
In other words, a comparative metric problem. And this bothers me because it 
seems from this it would follow that we have to admit into consideration not 
just the class of patterns that the experimenter is interested in, systems which 
envolve continuity, contiguity, and so forth, but all possible abstract classes of 
the bits that make up this retinal field, and there is an awfully large number 
of these. 

For an n bit field, suppose we have a square of \/n on the side; we can make 
up 2” arbitrary patterns and we are interested in classes of these patterns. There 
is an even larger number of those classes. There is 2 2 ”. Now if we show a 
certain limited number of patterns, say P , it still remains, that there are 2* n ~ p — 
different classes in the abstract, all of which contain the initial frequency of T 
patterns; and if our automaton is randomly organized there is no reason why 
it should pick one of the members of those classes that make sense to us as 
opposed to any other. 

I simply throw this question out. I think we have to get in there and monitor 
the thing somehow. We have got to tell it when it is doing wrong and encourage 
it when it is doing right as this learning trial proceeds. That is the gist of my 
comment. 

Rosenblatt: I think there are one or two mistaken assumptions which are 
fundamental to this argument. One is the idea that—and I think really I should 
refer back to Professor von Foerster’s discussion this morning in this connection— 
this is the idea that if we have a random system in an organized environment, 
the randomness of the system will necessarily make all alternative organizations, 
after a period of experience in this environment, emerge with equal probability. 

This is in general not the case. If we place a randomly organized system, 
particularly one which has a few constraints in it of the sort that we use in the 
perception organization (which has such constraints as the direction of the 
connections to each cell, and so forth) if we place a random network of this sort 
in an organized environment, then not all of the 2 2 ” possible classes will emerge 
with equal probability. These are not equiprobable terminal states. 

Now the question, and it is a very valid one, is whether the particular states 
in which the system is most likely to terminate are interesting ones. In some 
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cases they are not. And this is very much a function of the particular organized 
environment in question and the particular kind of system we are dealing with. 
^ However, in a large number of cases we can guarantee that the classes are 
“ interesting.” For example, in the experiment which I illustrated this morning, 
in which a randomly organized network is placed in an environment of horizontal 
and vertical bars, we can guarantee that in every case the system, if it is organized 
in this particular fashion, will eventually form two classes, specifically the class of 
horizontal bars and the class of vertical bars. Regardless of how we were to 
extend these sequences into the future it would continue to respond consistently 
by placing all horizontal bars in one class and all vertical bars in another class. 

Now these remarks and the question, I think, apply particularly to some of 
our former models in which we considered this question of spontaneous class 
formation in systems exposed to an environment of some specified type. This 
does not apply to the model we considered this morning, in which we assumed 
that there exists some association which might have been forced by the experi¬ 
menter or might even have been built into the system. We then asked the 
question, given two responses which have already been assigned to two particular 
stimuli in an opposite sense, so that the stimulus S x elicits one response ami the 
stimulus S y elicits another one—we now ask how these particular responses 
generalize over the various possible transformations of S x and S y . The only 
thing which is spontaneously organized here involves not so much the particular 
response, or the classes which are formed, but rather the ability to select out 
those transformations which have been applied, in the course of the systems’ 
experience, to other stimuli, and then apply these same transformations to the 
particular stimuli in question, S x and S y , which have not formed part of the 
preconditioning history of this system. 

Perhaps you would care to amplify your comments if you have anything 
further to say on this and maybe I am missing one of your points, but it seems 
to me that the essential thing on which your hypothesis rests, is the assumption 
of equiprobable terminal states of the system. If we show that we do not have 
equiprobable terminal states, then this argument is not really a particularly 
meaningful one, because out of the 2* n logical alternatives it is very possible 
that only one or two terminal states have a nonzero probability. Indeed this is 
the case in a number of systems which are nonetheless randomly organized. 

Kalin: I would not like my comment to rest on the necessity for equi- 
probableness at this stage, but merely to point out that the probability of 
unwanted states may not be sufficiently close to zero to be convenient and I 
can’t back this up by numbers at the moment. Really the gist of my comment, 

I think, is to ask us to keep in mind that a given set of sensory data can be 
organized in a very large number of ways and if the various ways in which it 
can be organized are not equiprobable, the particular classes in which we are 
interested might by some suitable measure be a little too small for convenience. 

I expect this effect to make itself apparent in the future as we develop models 
that have many alternative courses of action as opposed to just two alternative 
courses of action as we discussed here to-day. 

Rosenblatt: It is certainly possible that in dealing with systems with larger 
numbers of possible responses or categories we will start running into problems 
of this sort, and indeed I would expect that we would. 

At that point we are going to get into realms in which the human subject 
would find it very difficult in many cases to decide which are the relevant classes 
to select, and admittedly a really equiprobable assumption is perhaps not 
essential to your argument; but the important thing is that the measure of the 
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probability of the particular few classes which we are interested in appears to 
be overwhelmingly strong in comparison to the measure of all of the other 
classes collectively. 

Taub (Documentation Inc.): I have a question that follows the question that 
Russell Kirsch asked earlier about patterns and size. We have heard a great 
deal and we will hear, I suppose, a great deal more about pattern recognition. 
I find the notion of pattern difficult to understand because they are all drawn 
in two dimensions on slides and I don’t think those are real patterns in the 
real world. 

I wanted to know, is a pattern made up of points ? Can you take a line and 
break it down? Is each point a pattern or are two points patterns or three 
points patterns? Again, what effect is there on the notion of pattern of the fact 
that any area can be integrally divided? Does every pattern area contain an 
infinite number of patterns? 

In other words, I would like to hear more discussion of the kinds of patterns 
that machines are supposed to recognize. 

Rosenblatt: In general, since this is apparently based purely on the visual 
model, let me again constrain my remarks to that. If we have a normal biological 
retina, this retina is a finite mosaic. It has a finite number of points and con¬ 
sequently the only possibility of conceiving of an infinite number of stimuli 
in terms of signals which could occur at the retina would be in terms of a continu¬ 
ous gradient of illumination at each one of these points. At this point I think 
we can readily resort to the information theory dodge of simply quantizing 
these continuous variables and recognizing that we can still represent everything 
impinging on the retina by a finite number of patterns. 
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at every level of analysis—in the distribution of particulate com¬ 
ponents, in the gradients of biochemical entities, 
configurations within each sub-unit, and so on. At fertilization 
sperm entry leads to a complex pattern of reorganization again 
afevery level of analysis; and indeed each succeeding step is 
characterized by reorganization until at the other e 
embryological time scale the development of organs, organ systems 
and organisms literally shout organization in their very nam^ 
We will not consider either end of the scale, but will hmi o 

• few kM«*•*«• mm i 

consider only a single level of organization that of to 
tion in which the basic unit is the cell. Within these limit 
boundaries we will ask the questions: What are the “her 
organizing properties? By what mechanisms do these «toMtab 
and maintain organization? What is the effect of differentiative 

^Two phenomena central to embryological thinking are regulation 
and induction—the first represents intrinsic organizing prop > 

.•». W. cn th» »„ Pl>" 

operationally,® o^ ^ halved| or tw0 limb buds are fused; a 
single, harmonious limb is formed. Regulation has 

(2) Gastrular ectoderm, isolated in tissue culture, will develop 
into epidermis. If such tissue is exposed to chorda- 
mesoderm tissue it does not become epidermis, but becomes 
nervous tissue instead. Induction has occurred. 

Both these processes represent embryological communication. 
In the case of regulation, the cells of the regulating mass must be 
able to communicate with each other, to let each other know as 
it were, where they are in relation to each other; for in some way 
these cells form a single, harmonious, complete structure. • 
In the second case the communication is overtly simpler, sine 
group of ceUs “tells” another group to change; but again the 
change is to a new harmonious system. And, indeed, the com¬ 
munication during induction is usually a two-directional <me, which 
is why in much of the ensuing discussion we will “Ik about 

in/tiirtivft interaction. Bonner has recently used the term chemical 









Fig. 1. Eleven-day mouse embryo metanephric kidney at time of isolation 
in tissue culture. 

Fig. 2. Same kidney, after 2 days in culture. 

Fig. 3. Same kidney, after 6 days in culture. 



Fig. 4. Eleven-day kidney, separated into ureteric bud and mesenchyme. 
Fig. 5. Absence of tubule formation by kidney mesenchyme after 3 days 
in culture in the absence of inductively active tissue. 

Fig. 6. Typical combination of kidney mesenchyme with dorsal spinal 

cord. 

Fig. 7. Tubule formation by kidney mesenchyme after 3 days in culture 
with dorsal spinal cord. 






















Fig. 8. Cell suspension prepared by trypsinization of metanephrogenic 
mesenchyme. 

Fig. 9. Same suspension after 18 hours. Reaggregation has occurred. 
Fig. 10. Reaggregates 3 days after recombination with dorsal spinal 
cord. Tubules have formed. 

Fig. 11. Massive culture of metanephrogenic mesenchyme and dorsal 
spinal cord, separated from each other by a millipore filter. Mesenchyme 
(dark) on top of filter, spinal cord (light) below filter. 

Fig. 12. Same culture after 48 hours. The spinal cord has been removed 
to permit visualization of the induced tubules. 

Fig. 13. Induction of tubule formation by dorsal spinal cord in 
reaggregates obtained after disaggregation of tubular mesenchyme 
shown in Fig. 12. 
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conversation ” to describe the communication system of differentiat¬ 
ing cells, a term which seems an ideal choice, since it portrays a 
picture without defining the medium used to create it. This indeed 
is the state of current knowledge in this area. It is our hope that 
as we look more and more at the picture we will learn how it might 
have been made. f 

Before embarking further on our consideration of embryonic 
communication, let us briefly discuss some of the major methods 
by which communication is achieved in biological systems. Most 
obvious to most of us is the nervous system type of control, basically 
a cell-cell communications network of exceeding complexity. A 
second method is that exemplified by hormonal mechanisms, 
involving essentially the diffusion of substances which are then 
transported by a neutral carrier and have a selective effect on certain 
responding systems. The third method, not as well known or 
defined, is that of cell and tissue interactions such as we see m 
embryonic systems. Many features are common to all three, and 
the applicability of such terms as “feedback," “activation" 
I; all-or-none effects," “sub-threshold activity," “ facilitation’" 

diminution " and the catch-all term “ spontaneity " can be well 
applied to all three of these. But the fact that there is muth 
resemblance between these methods of communication must not 
let us be misled into thinking that the mechanisms are identical. 
Discreteness, sensitivity and limits are different, and there are vast 
areas where one, and only one, of these systems contains the 
ingredients necessary to meet the requirements posed by a particular 
problem. 

Now let me introduce the system which is involved in our present 
work. This is the development of the mouse embryonic meta- 
nephric kidney (Fig. 1-7). The morphogenesis of this rudiment 
has been analyzed in a series of studies by Dr. Clifford Grobstein.^ 
The mouse 11-day metanephros is made up of two components, 
the mesenchyme, which will give rise to secretory tubules, and the 
ureteric bud, which will form collecting ducts. In tissue culture, 
the intact rudiment develops characteristically (Fig. 1-3). Grobsteiii 
has shown that development of secretory tubules by the mesenchyme 
is dependent on an inductive stimulus exerted by the ureteric bud. 
Thus, by separating the mesenchyme from the bud (Fig. 4) with 
the use of protein-digesting enzymes, he could show that the isolated 
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mesenchyme would not produce tubules (Fig. 5). Re-uniting of the 
mesenchyme with ureteric bud, however, resulted once again m 
tubule production. Studies on the specificity of the inductive effect 
exerted on the mesenchyme showed that inductive activity could be 
displayed by only a few tissues, and by none of the nonliving 
materials tested. One of the most active inductive tissues was 
dorsal spinal cord (Fig. 6, 7), and it is the combination of meta- 
nephrogenic mesenchyme and dorsal spinal cord which has been 
used extensively in the further analysis of the induction and 
organization properties of this system. 

In the course of the characterization by Grobstein of the nature 
of the inductive interaction between dorsal spinal cord and meta- 
nephrogenic mesenchyme, two findings are of direct significance 
to our further discussion. (1) Induction effects can occur across 
certain membrane filters in the absence of morphologically demon¬ 
strable cell contact, and (2) induction is adequate to ensure 
persistence (stability) of tubules in the mesenchyme if dorsal 
spinal cord has been present for 30 hours. 

The preceding discussion has dealt with the rise of new properties 
in the kidney mesenchyme, allowing it to form tubules. It must 
be emphasized, however, that the described observations were all 
made on tissues, on groups of cells, rather than on individual 
cells per se. It is by no means justified to assume that changes 
exerted on tissues by tissues, leading to new tissue stability, are 
necessarily identical to changes, interactions and stability of the 
individual cells that comprise these tissues (cf. 6, 7). Grobstein 
has suggested that a minimum amount of mesenchyme must be 
affected to produce a single tubule. Similarly, unpublished studies 
demonstrate that a minimum amount of spinal cord well above 
the single-cell level is necessary to produce a recognizable effect 
on metanephrogenic mesenchyme. These two findings leave open the 
question of whether the tissue interactions are merely quantitatively 
larger counterparts of individual cell activities or are rather special 
functions of the mass, not directly paralleled in the individual 
cells. 

To test the properties of cells rather than tissues we have recently 
applied techniques of tissue disaggregation and reaggregation to 
this system. (4) Kidney mesenchyme was dissociated into cells 
(Fig. 8) by the use of trypsin (5) and allowed to reaggregate overnight 
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(Fig. 9). Such reaggregated mesenchyme was then combined With 
dorsal spinal cord in standard fashion. Tubules were induced in 
such reaggregated mesenchymal masses (Fig. 10). Since, after 
dissociation, cells were able to reorganize into an inductively 
functional mass, it was concluded that the ability to respond to 
the inductive stimulus exerted by dorsal spinal cord was a cell-stable 
property. It must be emphasized, however, that the experiment 
was not able to distinguish between interactions between cells 
and interactions between masses of cells since reaggregation is 
rapid. 

Previous studies of Moscona (5) had suggested that kidney tubules, 
at a later stage of development, are cell-stable, since disaggregation 
followed by reaggregation leads to immediate reorganization of 
these cells into tubular structures. This suggests that while meta- 
nephrogenic mesenchyme is stable at the cell level in terms of 
reorganizing into a homogenous mass of cells capable of responding 
to inductive stimuli, the end product of the tubule differentiation 
is a group of cells which after dissociation can reorganize not into 
a homogenous mass of cells but into an organized, tubule configura¬ 
tion. Induction is seen to produce a change in the inherent self¬ 
organizing properties of the mesenchymal cells. 

Knowing that cell-stability existed at two stages of the process 
of tubule formation—the pre-induction stage and the differentiated 
stage—it raised the possibility of analyzing the stability of newly 
arising properties. Knowing that tubules are stable at the tissue 
level after 30 hours of inductive interaction we decided to test 
whether the new tubules were, at this time, stable at the cell level 
also. Preliminary results of experiments along these lines are highly 
suggestive. Kidney mesenchyme was allowed to form tubules by 
trans-filter interaction with dorsal spinal cord (Fig. 11). After 
48 hours, the mesenchyme was removed. At this time well-formed 
tubules were present (Fig. 12). A few tubules were isolated at this 
time, and continued to remain as tubules throughout the remainder 
of the experiment. The rest of the tubular mesenchyme was dis¬ 
aggregated and allowed to reaggregate. One half of the material 
was isolated; it grew as a homogenous, non-differentiating mass. 
The other half was allowed to re-react with dorsal spinal cord. 
In due time tubules appeared in the mesenchyme (Fig. 13). thus 
it can be suggested that the properties of tubule stability were 
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resident in the tissue mass, but were not yet stable at the cellular 
level. 

Grobstein has presented the idea that stability may proceed from 
group stability to intrinsic cell stability/ 6 * He writes: “The 
alternatives of group and intrinsic stability, of course, are not 
exclusive. The first may be more important in some instances, 
the second in others. Or, what seems quite likely, stabilization 
may begin by group mechanisms but be increasingly supplemented 
by intrinsic stability of individual cells.” Our results are consistent 
with this suggestion. 

While a variety of possible mechanisms for group effects can be 
postulated, there is increasing implication that extra-cellular 
materials may be involved. The viewpoint that extra-cellular 
materials are mediators of inductive interactions has been expressed 
by Grobstein and is supported by his characterization of the trans¬ 
mission properties in the kidney tubule inducing system. 1 2 (3) The 
suggestion has been made (4) that induction leads to a change in the 
aggregation behavior of cells. The results presented here lend 
further support to the idea expressed elsewhere* 4 * that the same 
materials involved in induction may be involved in the control of 
cellular organization and reorganization. 

Let us finally once again approach the question of communication. 
The group (tissue) as evidenced by minimum inductive mass and 
reactive mass, seems to be the unit of initial embryonic communica¬ 
tion. Transfer of information (induction) first leads to a group 
change as seen by the demonstration of group stability in the 
absence of intrinsic cell stability. The change from group control 
to unit control may well represent a necessary step in the process 
by which the embryonic mechanisms become replaced by more 
adult mechanisms of control and communication. 
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DISCUSSION 

Berg: Since this is an interdisciplinary meeting, I am very interested in 
knowing if, by changing the culture, you affect the kind of reorganization that 
you get? In other words, can your environment affect the sort of pattern that 
you obtain? 

Auerbach: It does so, terribly. As a matter of fact we take advantage of 
the fact that the culture setup is probably not the best one. The fact is that what 
we get in the system is most easily characterized and worked with if, say, 
mesenchyme does or does not form tubules. After reimplantation of mesenchyme 
into another animal, our reading of a response is complicated by a whole range 
of unknown and uncontrollable entities. Tissue culture is not the best method 
for getting the best kind of differentiation; but it is a consistent one. We 
assume that we characterize, at least in part, the type of phenomenon taking 
place in normal developmental processes. 

As far as changing the type of reorganization pattern of individual cells 
reaggregating is concerned, Moscona has published beautiful experiments 
describing the reaggregation processes. 

Manoff (. Air Force Cambridge Research Center , Bedford , Mass)'. Has any 
chemical been isolated by which these spinal cords are inducive of behavior 
in human beings ? 

Auerbach: This is one of those questions I hate to answer bccuase I have 
to admit the answer which is this: we have spent a lot of time—unsuccessfully. 
It is one of those things where at the end you say, 44 Activity has never been 

isolated in any form, but we cannot preclude the possibility that-.” We have 

tried all sorts of things. We can’t do it. We tried to isolate at different pH, with 
different kinds of media, and at different temperatures. The thing that happens 
is this: as soon as the spinal cord cells are dead, there is no demonstrable activity. 

Chairman Schmidt: It is true, isn’t it, that a wide variety of influences have 
been tried, meshes, filter layers, and all sorts of things ? This is not a poorly 
investigated field? 

Auerbach: No, by all means. If you want a more complete characterization 
of what does happen there Grobstein has shown that the activity passes across 
the filter only if the filter is less than 80/x thick, if the pore size is not restrictive 
to macromolecules, and only across a gap if the gap includes an area of at least 
iV mm diameter. Cellular contact is not seen in terms of the electron microscope. 
You can keep going on with the properties. The only trouble is, you can’t get 
activity with anything that is non-living, at least not as yet. 




FURTHER CONSIDERATION OF 
CYBERNETIC ASPECTS OF HOMEOSTASIS* 

Stanford Goldman 

Department of Electrical Engineering, Syracuse University, Syracuse , N. Y. 


The purpose of this paper is to discuss certain topics in the applica¬ 
tion of control system theory and information theory to the analysis 
of homeostasis, f It is assumed that the reader already has a working 
knowledge of both of these theories and we shall only discuss the 
ways in which they apply to homeostasis.{ As a by-product of this 
investigation, certain new points-of-view in control system theory 
will come to light. 

1. PROPORTIONAL, DERIVATIVE AND INTEGRAL 
CONTROLS IN HOMEOSTASIS 

A concept which is not as widely appreciated in biological circles 
as it should be is that proportional, derivative and integral controls 
may all be used in homeostasis. This is illustrated in Fig. 1, which 
is a diagrammatic representation of part of the blood glucose control 
system of the body. At the right of the blood glucose compartment 
are six emerging information lines, in accordance with this point- 
of-view. Let us say that the desired (quiescent) value of blood glucose 

* This work has been sponsored by the Information Systems Branch of the 
Office of Naval Research. 

f The name “ cybernetics ” is used to describe the entire field of control and 
communication (information) theory, whether in the machine or in the animal. 
The maintenance of a prescribed internal environment in the body of an organism, 
in spite of wide fluctuations in its activity and in its external environment, is 
called “ homeostasis.” 

% A previous report “ Cybernetic Aspects of Homeostasis ” by Stanford 
Goldman, Syracuse University Research Institute, Report No. EE494-581T1 
(Jan 1958) includes a survey of the elements of control system theory and informa¬ 
tion theory for biologists who have no previous acquaintance with these theories. 
Most of this earlier report is included in a chapter with the same title, in the 
treatise Mineral Metabolism, which is scheduled to be published in the spring 
of 1960 by Academic Press (New York). 
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concentration is around 100 mg per 100 ml. When the actual value 
in the blood glucose compartment is above the quiescent value, this 
information may be considered as going out on the AC(+) line to 
those parts of the regulatory system which react to a higher than 
quiescent value of blood glucose. When the value of blood glucose 
concentration is low, the analogous information goes out on the 
) negative line. The AC(—) line is distinguished from the 
AC(+) line because its information does not necessarily go to the 
same set of organs. 



Fig. 1 . Part of the glucose control system. 

Next consider the error derivative information, dC/dt. When the 
concentration is falling (dC/dt is negative), this information is 
transmitted to the adrenal medulla, which then secretes epinephrine 
that is carried to the liver; the liver in turns converts stored glycogen 
to glucose, which is released to the blood. It is possible that 
dC/d*(+) information goes to the pancreas to stimulate the release 
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of insulin, but whether AC(+) or dC/dt(+) information or both 
stimulate the release of insulin is not clear from the literature. 

Integral-or-error information, JACdt(+) and fACd/(—), both 
apparently get to the fat depot organ, the former possibly stimulating 
lipogenesis and the latter stimulating fat mobilization. Negative 
integral-of-error information gets to the protein storage of the body 
by way of the adrenal cortex hormones to stimulate gluconeogenesis. 

The foregoing paragraphs in conjunction with Fig. 1 have indicated 
some of the pathways by which information on the blood level of 
glucose gets to the body reservoirs and other regulatory devices 
which keep the blood glucose concentration under control. Of 
special interest is the fact that all six types of information indicated 
in the figure appear to be used in the regulation of blood glucose; 
to some extent, at least, the body distinguishes between them and 
makes different use of them. 

There is evidence to indicate that the liver glycogen is acted upon 
in a different way by proportional, derivative and integral controls. 
If the liver is perfused by blood relatively free from epinephrine, 
it appears to be stimulated to store glucose as glycogen if the blood 
glucose level is high, and to release glucose from glycogen storage, 
if the blood glucose is low. This is a type of proportional control. 
On the other hand, the release of glucose from stored glycogen, as 
induced by way of epinephrine, seems to be a derivative control, 
i.e. a response to dC/df(—). Finally, lipogenesis in the liver appears 
to be an integral control. 

In the foregoing paragraphs, we have classified certain known 
controls of the body glucose as proportional controls, others as 
derivative controls, and still others as integral controls. Although 
the statements made seem reasonable, we actually have relatively 
little quantitative information in the literature upon which to base 
them. When experiments are made on a regulatory system, it would 
be desirable from the point-of-view of servo theory to determine 
whether a control is of the proportional, derivative or integral type. 
For example, it would be of interest to know how the pancreas 
responds to the level of blood glucose, to the rate of glucose rise, and 
to the time integral of excessive glucose concentration. The same 
information would also be of interest about the adenohypophysis and 
other regulators. The present author is not competent to judge how 
much of this information is already in the literature. It would 
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appear, however, that a proper servo classification of the available 
details of the control system would help in revealing the nature of 
the chemical and biological mechanisms involved. Although it 
may be very difficult to obtain the data required for the above 
mentioned classification, it may be helpful to keep this classification 
in mind as an objective. 

2. THE USE OF ANTAGONISTS IN HOMEOSTATIC 
SYSTEMS 

In linear electrical feedback systems, a negative error is in all 
respects similar to a positive error except for a change in sign, 
which means merely a change in direction of current flow. The 
same feedback mechanism which corrects a positive error will 
likewise correct a negative error. This ability to handle positive 
and negative errors with the same mechanism is not a universal 
property of feedback control systems. In biological systems, the 
mechanism to correct positive errors is frequently different from 
that correcting negative errors. In such a case, one mechanism may 
be called the antagonist of the other. In biochemical systems, it is 
relatively easy to add something, but relatively difficult to remove it. 
It is therefore very convenient to be able to add an antagonist and 
thus get the equivalent effect of removal of the first controlling 
agent. The use of a controlling agent plus an antagonist makes it 
possible to obtain more rapid and accurate control, since the 
antagonist can be introduced to prevent or cancel overshoot, and in 
general to balance out residual errors. 

In the glucose regulatory system, one unidirectional controlling 
agent is insulin. Insulin lowers the blood glucose. A hormone of the 
adenohypophysis, in conjunction with an adrenal cortical hormone, 
operate as general antagonists for insulin and have the effect of 
raising the blood glucose. The adrenal cortical hormone apparently 
promotes gluconeogenesis, thus making more glucose available. 
The mechanism of action of the adenohypophysal hormone is not 
certain, but one knows that it tends to cancel the effect of insulin. 
It is not known whether this adenohypophysal hormone is secreted 
in response to a low blood glucose, or a falling blood glucose, or 
to some other cause. Furthermore, it is generally believed that 
another hormone, glucagon, originating in the pancreas, but in 
different cells from those secreting insulin, is also important in the 
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control of blood glucose. Glucagon stimulates the conversion of 
stored liver glycogen into glucose for release into the blood. Part 
of the action of the adenohypophysal hormone may be that it 
stimulates the release of glucagon. The foregoing discussion 
indicates that while physiological antagonisms exist in the control 
systems of the body, the antagonists are not necessarily arranged in 
pairs having opposite functions. 

3. HOMEOSTATIC ANALOGUES OF INSTABILITY — 
THE PATHOLOGICAL DISPLACEMENT OF 
HOMEOSTATIC CONDITIONS 
While the use of antagonists has certain advantages described in 
the preceding section, it also at times involves the danger of giving 
rise to instability. The word instability, in this case, has a special 
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Fig. 2. The growth of error in case of instability. 


technical meaning which is more or less equivalent to the terms 
“ vicious cycle ” or “ runaway process.” The following example, 
depicted in Fig. 2, will serve as an illustration. At time t 0 , a system 
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characteristic falls below its desired level and a controlling agent 
starts to act to move the characteristic in the direction to correct 
the error. Let us suppose that it takes the controlling agent approxi¬ 
mately a time T t to do its job. For simplicity in discussion, we have 
idealized the situation in Fig. 2 to show the entire action of the 
controlling agent as taking place precisely after a time, 7i, has 
i elapsed. Let us furthermore suppose that the action of the controll- 
• ing agent is so strong that it overcorrects to cause an even greater 
j error in the opposite direction. At this juncture, the antagonist of 
| the controlling agent comes into play. Let us suppose that the 
I antagonist requires a time, T 2 , to act and let us furthermore suppose 
| that it also is such a strong agent as to overcontrol and cause an 
even larger error in the opposite direction. After the time, T 2 , 

I the original controlling agent then comes into play again, this time 
J to correct an error larger than the original error.* As the process 
continues back and forth, the errors continue to grow in magnitude. 
Ultimately the growth stops because either the controlling agent 
or the antagonist is no longer able to cope effectively with the very 
large errors. The final state may be either an oscillation back and 
forth between large errors of opposite sign, or the system may be 
locked in a state of large error from which it cannot correct itself, 
because either the controlling agent or the antagonist cannot 
correct the final error. This is a story of instability.f 

The most dangerous situation from a stability point-of-view 
arises in the case of a control which is maintained by the balance of 
two strong antagonists. When operating properly, such a control 
is both fast and accurate. However, the stronger the control (the 
greater the feedback effect) the greater the danger of instability 
when the balance between antagonists is impaired. In the case of 
Fig. 2, it is a timing error which prevents the desired balance. The 
actions of the controlling agent and its antagonist start too late so 
that instead of balancing each other, they act regeneratively. Timing 
errors are probably the most common cause of instability in technical 
systems, but in homeostatic systems, other causes are probably 

* It is not actually necessary that the error should grow in each half oscillation, 
as shown in Fig. 2, but only that it should grow in each full oscillation in order 
to illustrate this type of instability. 

t This same type of feedback system is actually put to use in the design of 
electronic oscillators and frequency generators. 
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more important. Furthermore, in the case of homeostatis, instab¬ 
ility is not usually exhibited as an oscillation, but rather as 
a pathological displacement of the homeostatic balance. Such a 
situation may occur whenever, because of some fault in the 
organism, the control device, instead of decreasing the error actually 
increases it. 

Certain types of edema appear to be examples of homeostatic 
instability, as described above. In these cases of edema, excessive 
retention of sodium is accompanied by excessive retention of water. 
The hormone, aldosterone, is believed to cause the kidneys to tend 
to retain sodium in the body instead of allowing it to be excreted 
in the kidneys. Greater than normal amounts of aldosterone have 
been observed in the urine and also in the blood of patients with 
edema. The overproduction of aldosterone is, however, not the 
original malfunction involved. It would therefore appear that this 
overproduction is an error of the regulatory system, in as much as 
reduction of aldosterone would seem desirable. There is evidence 
to indicate that the secretion of aldosterone increases in response to 
a fall in the effective circulating volume of blood. In a healthy man, 
a decline in the effective circulating volume of blood involves a loss 
of sodium from the body. An increased level of aldosterone then 
causes the retention of sodium by the kidneys. This increases body 
sodium, which in turn tends to increase blood fluid volume and 
ultimately the effective circulating volume of blood. 

A possible explanation of the excess of aldosterone associated 
with edema would be as follows. First, there is a fall in the effective 
circulating volume of blood, without a loss of sodium from the 
body. For example in cardiac edema, the loss in effective circulating 
volume may first be due to a weakness of the heart pump. In 
nephrotic edema, the loss in circulating volume may be due to 
renal loss of blood protein. This loss of protein causes a transfer 
of fluid from the blood to the tissues. In either of these cases, the 
regulatory system then responds by increasing the level of 
aldosterone, which increases the total body sodium above the 
normal level. Most of this excess sodium does not remain in the 
blood, but enters the tissue fluid and in turn causes an increased 
retention of water in the tissues. The original cause of the low 
circulating volume has, however, not been corrected and any rise 
in the effective circulating volume obtained by the abnormally high 





Cybernetic Aspects of Homeostasis 115 

level of total body sodium still does not bring it up to the desired 
level. Furthermore, the accumulated tissue fluid probably impedes 
the circulation of blood. The regulatory system therefore continues 
to supply excessive aldosterone, increasing blood sodium, tissue 
fluid sodium and ultimately tissue fluid volume until marked 
edema has developed. Whether or not the foregoing is the true 
explanation of various edemas, it illustrates the possibility of a 
disease of this type being due to a vicious cycle of servo 
instability. 

The most powerful controls (i.e. those having the largest feedback 
effects) are likely to be those which regulate hormone creation 
and destruction (or excretion). The reason for this is that the 
hormones themselves are usually strong controlling agents. Because 
of the magnitude of the compounded feedback effects thus involved, 
errors in the systems which bring forth or eliminate hormones are 
especially likely to give rise to instability. 

The foregoing considerations point up the importance of the 
destruction processes for hormones or other controlling agents. To 
look at this in a more elementary way, we note that the effect of a 
controlling agent will be proportional to time, if it works at a given 
rate. If such a controlling agent is not destroyed (or excreted) or 
balanced by an antagonist, it may have a cumulative effect which is 
great enough to cause a pathological displacement of a homeostatic 
balance. 

4. REDUNDANCY IN HOMEOSTASIS 

One aspect of information theory which can be recognized in 
many biological phenomena is the use of redundancy for error 
reduction. Thus in Fig. 1 we see five different mechanisms for the 
storage of glucose or its equivalent. Even though each of these has a 
different specific function, if any one of them gets out of order, the 
others will work in the direction of correcting the error caused by it. 
The type of redundancy displayed here, where each redundant 
element has a different method of operation, is a very effective 
protection against major errors, since it is unlikely that many of the 
redundant elements will get out-of-order at the same time or due to 
the same cause. This type of combination of qualitative and 
quantitative redundancy represents a safety factor against disease 
or malfunction. 
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5. QUANTIZATION AND RELIABILITY IN 
HOMEOSTATIC CONTROL 

A matter which is of considerable interest in our discussion is the 
difference in properties of quantitative and qualitative information 
with regard to transmission errors. Quantitative information 
expresses magnitude. If quantitative information is expressed as the 
ordinate of a signal, say as a signal voltage, and if the signal is 
attenuated in transmission, then the information is changed because 
there is a loss of signal voltage. On the other hand, qualitative 
information is less susceptible to errors caused by attenuation. 
Thus a large W and a small w are both w’s. A large apple and a 
small apple are both apples. Qualitative information is generally 
less susceptible to various errors arising in information and control 
transducers, such as noise, backlash, hysteresis and starting errors. 
Qualitative information is also very versatile in translation. For 
any or all of these reasons, it is of interest to look for evidence of 
the translation of quantitative information into qualitative informa¬ 
tion before transmission in homeostatic control. 

Binary information is of the nature of qualitative information in 
that it is unaffected by attenuation. It is thus immune to errors 
caused by fluctuations in magnitude. It is also basically very simple. 
These characteristics would appear to make binary information 
desirable for use in the body regulatory systems. Thus in Fig. 1 we 
may expect that the type of binary information which is transmitted 
is the choice between say, 

(a) glucose concentration too high, 

( b ) glucose concentration not too high, 
and the choice between 

04) glucose concentration rising, 

(B) glucose concentration not rising, and so on. 

The presence of some specific chemical in the blood stream or at 
some organ site may indicate which alternative (a) or (b) is actually 
the case. The translation into binary information may well be made 
by an endocrine organ, or it may be that the endocrine organ itself 
is already stimulated by binary information. The actual choice 
between alternatives (a) and (b) would be made by some threshold 
operating mechanism. An investigation of the extent to which 
homeostatic information is binary would certainly be of interest. 











| Cybernetic Aspects of Homeostasis 117 

■ When information is translated from one language into another, 

? an equivalence is set up between messages in the message alphabet 
' of one language and those of the other. If each alphabet consists 
! of a discrete set of messages, the equivalence can readily be set up 
I even though the messages are of very different form. Thus XVIII 
may be translated into 18. However, when information is trans¬ 
mitted in the form of continuous variation (equivalent to continuous 
curves), it is extremely difficult to translate the information into 
another language unless the second language is of basically the 
same form as the first. On the other hand, if a mechanism is avail¬ 
able to translate a continuous variation into a quantized representa¬ 
tion, further translation into other languages then becomes a much 
simpler matter. 

More than likely, much body control information consists of 
combinations of signals, such as 

(1) blood glucose is falling, plus 

(2) respiration is rapid, plus 

(3) pulse rate is elevated, plus others. 

Such combinations of symbols probably represent important body 
control information, and more than likely they are made up of 
binary elements, as they are in the above example. The translation 
between physiological and psychological forms of such messages 
would also be simplified if they consisted of groups of binary 
elements. 

6. EXPERIMENTAL QUESTIONS CONCERNING 
HOMEOSTATIC INFORMATION 
In the foregoing sections we have considered certain ways in 
which cybernetic ideas apply to homeostasis. We shall continue 
this general objective in the present section, but we shall emphasize 
the formulation of questions to which it may be hoped experimental 
answers can be found. 

In the first place, the discussion in Section 1 suggests that experi¬ 
ments be done to determine whether any particular control is of a 
proportional, derivative or integral variety. Alternatively, if it be 
i desired to find out what are the controls of a particular homeostatic 
system, such as the blood sugar, it would seem appropriate to apply 
proportional, derivative and integral stimuli separately and see 
what happens. 
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If experiments of either of the foregoing types are performed, the 
question of time scales is important. For example, if the blood sugar 
is raised in order to study proportional controls, it cannot be raised 
too rapidly without incurring the probability of stimulating deriva¬ 
tive controls, and it cannot be raised too slowly without the possibility 
of stimulating integral controls. Very likely it is not practical or even 
possible to separate the various types of controls completely, but the 
objective may have to be merely to emphasize the effects of one class 
of controls. The possibility of a fairly complete separation would 
certainly be greater if the controls are threshold operating devices. 
Certain preliminary estimates of time scales will have to be made 
and these must be corrected as the results of the experiments 
unfold. 

Another general class of questions raised by our earlier discussion 
concerns the translation of control information. Where does the 
translation take place? What is the form of the translated signal? 
How is the translation accomplished, i.e. what are the physical 
and chemical details of the translation process? Suppose, for 
example, that the primary control information is the existence of a 
greater than quiescent concentration of blood glucose (AC+). In 
order for this information to be used for control purposes, it must 
be translated into a form which is suitable for the control system. 
This translation could conceivably take place in the blood itself, 
but more likely it takes place in either some monitoring or some 
utilization site. The translated signal may consist of some specific 
chemical or it may be an electrical signal in the nervous system. 
In the case of (AC+)> it is most likely that a translated signal is 
insulin secreted into the blood stream by the pancreas, the pancreas 
acting as the control transducer.* The details of the translating 
mechanism are not yet known, but they would certainly be of 
interest. In any complete control loop, several successive transla¬ 
tions of the control information may, of course, take place. 
Needless to say, physiologists did not wait for cybernetic theory in 
order to realize the importance of the foregoing questions. 


..^Experiments by E. Anderson and J. A. Long, Endocrinology 40, 92-97 
(1947) give strong support to the belief that the pancreas itself is the control 
transducer between blood sugar level and the secretion of insulin. The question 
of whether the pancreas responds to (AC-f) or to dC/df(+) is, however, not so 
clearly decided. 
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Cybernetic Aspects of Homeostasis 

Our earlier theoretical discussion suggests that each homeostatic 
control operation be examined experimentally to see if it is a 
threshold operating device, and if so, to determine at what threshold 
level it operates. Furthermore, each control which is a threshold 
operating device should be examined to see whether it is a purely 
binary, yes or no, device, or whether it has a greater response for a 
value of stimulus considerably in excess of the threshold. Care 



Amount of B released Amount of B released 


Case I Case II 

Fig. 3. Proportionality of response illustrated. 

must be taken in such an investigation to avoid certain pitfalls of 
interpretation. For example, suppose that organ A releases sub¬ 
stance B at a certain rate into the blood when a particular threshold 
level of hormone C is exceeded in the blood. Figure 3 shows in 
this case how a large concentration of hormone C may cause the 
release of a relatively large amount of substance B; while a smaller 
concentration of hormone, but still above threshold, will cause the 
release of a relatively smaller amount of B. The reason for the 
difference is that it takes a longer time for the elimination processes 
acting on the larger amount of hormone to bring its concentration 
below threshold. As a net result, the response in substance B may 
be more or less proportional to the amount of hormone introduced, 
even though the hormone is a threshold operating device, having 
the same effect for all concentrations above threshold and having 
no effect below threshold. 

Another item which cybernetic considerations emphasize for 
experimental work is the study of the mechanisms of destruction or 
elimination of chemicals, such as hormones, which act as control 


i 
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signals. An important related question arises as to whether any of 
the control mechanisms operate on the rate of destruction of any 
regulating hormones, such as epinephrine, insulin, and the adrenal 
cortex hormones. If so, errors in the operation of these control 
mechanisms could easily give rise to diseases which are homeostatic 
analogues of instability, because of the large feedback effects 
involved. Finally, in the study of any disease or symptom, such as 
edema, hypertension, diabetes, arteriosclerosis or arthritis, especially 
if the disease is not apparently of infectious origin, it seems worth¬ 
while to examine what part servo instability may play in the picture. 


DISCUSSION 

Chairman Schmidt: I especially enjoyed hearing you expound on my 
favorite hobby of redundancy as a control means. But I think the biologists 
shouldn’t let too many of the mathematical and physical scientists get away 
with a one upsmanship trick they have been using very successfully, that of 
defining the ground rules and making the experiments fit into one or another 
of them. That is, by saying a thing must be either an integral or derivative or 
proportional control. This, of course, requires conformity. I think they should 
thrust before you quantitatively these nasty functions which actually are 
exhibited in the biological world and require the development of mathematics 
appropriate to them, from the highly nonlinear, very nasty, double-valued 
systems. 

Goldman: There are a couple of things to be said about that. In the first 
place when you say something is a proportional control you don’t mean 
necessarily that the response is proportional to the error, but merely that the 
information to which a proportional control responds is proportional to the 
magnitude of the error. The magnitude of the action of a proportional control 
need not be proportional to the magnitude of the error, although that happens 
to be true in a linear system. In more general cases, such as the one shown in 
the diagram here, a proportional control merely responds to the magnitude 
of the error, which in this case would mean that it responds to a change in 
glucose concentration level. 

Schmidt: You don’t mean either all or none, yes or no? I think you imply 
monatonic. 

. Goldman; Yes, in general you do mean monatonic. I am not arguing for 
the fact that physiological controls are as I have stated here, I merely suggested 
that these ideas might be of value when you are studying homeostatic controls. 

Jones (.Northwestern University ): With reference to slide number one you 
have shown three possible error signals, proportional, derivative and integral. 
You have also shown that they could be of either sign. In a number of physio¬ 
logical regulators we have looked at, the presence of both the proportional 
and derivative signals are regularly found. For instance, about two-thirds of 
the fibers of the retina produce a derivative type of signal. Derivative signals 
are found in certain proprioceptive units and in certain thermal receptors. The 
presence of integral signals, however, is one which I have not met and I wonder 
if you could throw any light on that? 
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Say m pa / sing that the cIosest approach to this is in the so-called 
adaptive response of a sensory element following the pictures that Adrian has 
given showing certain rates of adaptation in nerve pulse frequency and these 
if you look at them, come very close to a lead network. 

signaT a lead n6tWOrk has an integral term in k but it is not a pure integral 

c , ^ LDM t N: r W ! U ofcourse tbe types of control I was talking about are homeo¬ 
static controls. I was not talking about muscle control or nerve control in 
genem aitkugh a lot of the same ideas will apply. Now in the cases that I 

oHheltSn t/ ype m i e f al COntro11 taUced about was ’ let ’ s the control 
of the fat depot storage and the control of a gluconeogenesis, that is, the making 

Tf ?i U i if 6 fror ? . b ° d y P r ^ tem * 111S likely, at least, that those are integral controls 2 
,J aha ^ e . a hlgh blo ° d su Sf Ievel for a long time, fat will start to be formed 
h « f lU y01 t have a lo . w blood sugar level for a long time the making 
of blood sugar from body protein and the use of body fat for metabolic purposes 
will be stimulated. These effects do not start immediately, but they probably 

IHsTherefnm g ?vt e ti 0n f g r the hi ? h ° r low blood sugar level condition lasts^! 
bIood suga°kvd “Lro?’ re * reSP ° nSe '° lhe time integral of the 

■ by f n f large ’ 1 would sa y that adaptation would tend to be a type of 

.n m^| l 0ntI f 0 ' Bu lfy< : u are golng ,nt0 real detail, ofcourse, it is not entirely 

histore V f® 13 r° ntr01 bUt g ? neraIly a question of the entire pas^ 

history. The past history of a system is the complete story of which the integral 
is only one of the parts that determine the adaptation. 

Powers {Veteran's Administration Research Hospital, Chicago , Illinois)' 
J ba j ean e5 jample of the neural integrator. It is well known and has been known 

has h len 8 an ° ther name - That iSj a reverbera ting network, which 

has been postulated for use as a short-term memory and so forth, sometimes 

even for a long term. But if you feed a constant frequency of neural impulses 
into a so-called reverberating network and then examine the frequency of one 
of the neurons of this net, you will find it increases with time. 

network ^ perfect ’ or the ideal inte S r ator, but at least it is a lagging 

wer^TL Maybe 1 misinter P reted y° ur figure. I thought that the signals you 
S h r g We ? sensor y signals depending for their pick-up on the state of 
blood glucose and my particular comment is on sensory pick-ups One finds 
the derivative and the proportional, but I do not know of integral signal 

’ my ? iagram and lar se did not consider sensory pick-ups 

S .etc of r, example> ,f r all r blood *° g ° toough ***& ^ 

infil l f ? ,, J y0U w,n . get ^ secretion of insulin without any neural 
!- ‘®™ dlary , at , al1 and many similar things occur without a neural intermediary. 

! 1S ’ hc ™' ever > do have a neural intermediary. But I wasn’t specifying 
whether that was the case or not. y y ® 

Davis {Syracuse University, Syracuse, New York): It might be worth making 
a comment, due to Weiner, that the distinction between the response to an 
instantaneous value versus an integral really often lies in our hypothesis. When 
you try to make this mathematical judgement it is in your hypothesis for 
^ s , tanc f a tb crmometer doesn’t really measure the temperature now. If you 
suddenly change the temperature for a microsecond, it doesn’t record that. 
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SYNOPSIS 

In the following essay several proposals will be made in addition to the 

implications of the title. , , 

(1) The physiologist cannot deal with subjective response directly, but 
there are reasons for inferring that the physiological patterning correspond¬ 
ing to subjective response is similar to that involved in the organization 

of motor behavior. . , . .. u . 

(21 Something is known about the simpler brains and about the phylo¬ 
genetic origins of higher brains. Successive structures and functions have 
been added to the more primitive apparatus. 

(3) The many different elements of activity acquired m this evolutionary 
development have such diverse properties and such complicated inter¬ 
actions as to indicate that no very fixed or specific paths of activity are 
available for stereotyped behavior to specific stimuli. Rather the result 
of stimulation seems to be a statistical average of the activities of many 
variable units, the final sum being perhaps more specific than the activity 

°^(4Vrhe possibility of self-regulation may be related to this non¬ 
specificity of response, permitting a number of possible responses among 
which choice can be made. 

(5) The final selection and organization of the response pattern most 
appropriate to a given environmental stimulus needs constant monitoring 
from the environment through the sense organs, especially to the changes 
in the environmental pattern of stimulation resulting from activity initially 
attempted. This feedback through the environment is proposed as an 


* This work was supported in part by a grant from the Supreme Council, 
33rd Scottish Rite, Northern Masonic Jurisdiction, U.S.A., through the National 
Association for Mental Health; and in part by contract between Washington 
University and the Office of Naval Research. 
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analog of a corresponding feedback to memory as a record of past 
environmental stimulation. 

(6) The organizing of such a response pattern involves time, during 
which an initial and tentative choice is modulated and elaborated as the 
resultant activity is being carried out. It is suggested that this proposition 
can be generalized to be applicable to subjective activity. 

A. BRAIN AND MIND 

In considering the brain as a mechanism which thinks, from the 
physical or neurophysiological view, we may be guided by our know¬ 
ledge of some of the other functions of the brain. First, from 
considerations of comparative physiology we can infer that most 
animals don’t think, at any very high level at least, but all of them 
act quite expertly. Their brains are obviously organs devoted 
chiefly to the control of motor behavior and to the organization of 
useful patterns suitable to the environment of the moment. Second, 
the brains of the higher animals differ from those of the lower 
chiefly by an increase in number of cells and probably by greater 
complexity of their interconnections. The fundamental properties 
of neurons, their structure, and many of their patterns of activity 
are strictly comparable. Finally, the structural differences between 
the different areas of a given higher brain amount to relatively minor 
differences of proportion and arrangement of elements. In par¬ 
ticular, this applies to those areas more recently expanded in the 
primates and man. 

One could not infer from the structural relations what con¬ 
tributions these areas make to brain function. The evidence as to 
this function is derived from the effects of their ablation, which 
results in alterations of behavior patterns. Removal of one area 
of brain only interferes with consciousness without abolishing it. 
Removal of these recently acquired association areas alters tfie 
emphasis or choice of behavior patterns without grossly preventing 
their execution. In a sense, such removal reduces or simplifies brain 
functioning as if the decrease in amount of tissue available resulted 
in a decrease of complexity of pattern and flexibility of choice, with 
some degree of specificity assignable to different areas. For all such 
reasons, any one of which may be equivocal or inadequate, the best 
inference is that the degree of consciousness possible, the competence 
of the biain in generating subjective behavior, is a function primarily 
of numbers of cells and complexity of their interconnections. 
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Since the basic and primary function of the nervous system is the 
organization of patterns of movement (and other efferent activity), 
we may proceed on the inference that organization of motor patterns 
is the prototype of the organization corresponding to subjective 
thinking. Both occur, if not in the same neurons, at least in similar 
complexes and patterns. 

How then does the brain determine, select and organize the 
patterns of physiological activity? What determines its choice of 
one pattern or another? We should first know what a brain is, 
where it came from, what it is made of, and what kinds of activity 
go on in its parts. Finally we should want a wiring diagram. We 
might then be able to recognize a pattern of activity in nerve cells 
that corresponded to the making of a decision. I can answer none 
of these questions in detail, though some information can be 
presented that may point to the answers. 

Much subjective experience is useful as evidence of physiological 
activity. When we perceive a sensation, we can relate it to a pattern 
of physiological activity in a chain of neurons from the periphery 
to the cortex. When we see how the subject responds, we can define 
the activity of another chain of neurons extending from the cortex 
to the periphery. What goes on between these chains, in addition 
to the mere passing along of nerve impulses, should correspond to 
the making of a decision or choice, which may or may not be a 
conscious one. 

Here we are in a dilemma, for the items of subjective activity and 
of physiological activity are presented in different terms, and even 
in different categories, from which are drawn many nontransferable 
implications. The simplest element of subjective experience must 
correspond to the activity of a large number of neurons, but we do 
not always know which neurons nor what pattern of activity they 
are employed in. 

The only neural activities which we can at present analyze 
accurately are those simple responses following arbitrary stimula¬ 
tion, or those that are so elementary that they could not be 
identified uniquely with any but the most elementary subjective 
events. This will be apparent presently when certain reaction 
patterns of which cells are capable will be described. 

I have made some attempts to persuade psychologists of my 
acquaintance to attempt a breakdown of the subjective activities 
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they deal with into still simpler elements, in the hope that they 
might arrive at functions simple enough to correspond to the mpst 
complex activity which the physiologist can accurately study. 
We could then draw more reliably on subjective experience as 
evidence of neuronal patterns of activity. So far the attempts have 
not been very successful, and for the time being we will have to 
infer from the simple patterns we can deal with what more complex 
patterns might correspond to subjective bits of behavior. We are 
only a little better olf in dealing with objective behavior above the 
reflex level. 


B. WHAT IS A BRAIN? 

When the unsophisticated person speaks of the brain he thinks 
* of a mass of nervous tissue above the neck. When the anatomist 
speaks of the brain he thinks principally of the central mass above 
the brainstem, consisting of the thalamus, basal ganglia, and cortex. 
A psychologist s picture of the brain tends to emphasize the cortex 
; as the presumptive substrate of consciousness and of memory. 
Animals had brains before they had any of these structures except 
a knob of thalamus at the end of what is still called their brainstem. 
A brain in general is a structure primarily devoted to the analysis 
of afferent information, and to the integration of this information 
into patterns of useful behavior. All the brains, and there have been 
a series of them, have originated in relation to the special sensory 
systems. They still function basically as analyzers of sensory 
information and integrators of motor patterns. 


C. THE EVOLUTION OF BRAINS 
The nervous system of the vertebrate is a tubular structure with 
bulges along it. The lowest bulge above the spinal cord is the 
medulla and above this are arranged the cerebellum, the tectum of 
the brainstem, the thalamus, the basal ganglia, and cortex, in serial 
order. These enlargements were developed serially from posterior 
to anterior, each (excepting the basal ganglia) originating from 
one or more sensory nuclei (Fig. 1). Each sensory " brain ” as it 
developed became increasingly dominant over the structures below 
it Each performed two main functions; it elaborated and analyzed 
the details of the sensory information contributed from its own 
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level, and it acquired connections from other sensory levels. It 
thus became, to some extent, a sensory analyzing and integrating 
apparatus for the body as a whole, not for its level alone. On the 
outgoing side it activated and directed more or less of the whole 
motor apparatus into patterns of action appropriate to the situation. 



Fig. 1.* Diagram of the vertebrate 
nervous system indicating the main 
divisions and certain of the afferent 
tracts. Roman numerals stand for 
the sensory nerves from whose central 
nuclei the levels indicated developed 
in the course of evolution. 1-3, the 
chief sensory branches of the spinal 
lemniscus, present in premammals. 
The paths indicated by dashed lines 
have been developed only in 
mammals. Similar paths of visual 
and olfactory sensory systems and 
certain connections between levels 
are indicated on the left half of the 
diagram. 


Thus any brain, however primitive and elementary, makes decisions 
and choices among alternatives and integrates motions into move¬ 
ments. It may or may not do this consciously, and its choice may 
or may not be predetermined by a specific pattern of stimulation. 

The last brain developed at any stage of evolution tends to become 
the dominant one, and uses the previously developed centers below 
it as agents, each, however, still contributing its characteristic 
capability to organization of the whole behavior pattern. Thus the 


* Figures 1 and 2 are reproduced from Bishop, Relation of nerve fiber size 
to sensory modality. Journ. Nerv . Merit. Dis. 1959,128: 94 Figure 3 is reproduced 
from Bishop, chapter 20 in Reticular Formation of the Brain, 1958, Ford 
Hospital Symposium. Little Brown & Co., Boston. Figure S isreproducedfrom 
Clare and Bishop, Dendritic circuits. Amer. Journ. Psychiat. 1955, 111 . 820 . 
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medulla finally specializes in the control of visceral organs the 

of f deration 11 ° f ™ lar s y stem atld its smoothness 

of operation. The tectum adds the contribution of the visual 

bevMd a°v he r ern ° f m ° t0r aCtiVity ‘ The thalamus develops 
oathwL sensory center acquiring, in addition to the optic 

pathway, afferent tracts from the rest of the periphery of the body 

to S tn 2) ‘ ft™ 3 y ’ the C ° rteX ’ devel °P ed & st as a facilitatory adjunct 
to the olfactory sensory system, acquires secondarily profuse 



wS-ffw* Sessrssrt* 

secondarily, and by unknown connections. 

connections from and to the thalamus. The latter, starting as a 
visual nucleus, becomes a co-ordinating center for all the sensorv 
systems of the body, by relays from the lower centers and from the 
afferent paths already established at lower levels. The cerebral 
cortex proper is unique in some respects, one of which is that it 
receives little or no information directly from the periphery The 
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primitive sensory connection to the cortex is the olfactory path to 
the piriform lobe, from which the general or somatic cortex dev ® °P e 
secondarily. The activities of the other afferent systems are filtere 
throngh the thalamus to reach the general or nonolfactory cortex, 
with more or less alteration of pattern in the process In fact so 
intricately are cortex and thalamus of the mammal tied together 
by paths in both directions between them, that they may be lnferre 
to function effectively as one organ. It is still possible, under t s 
inference, to think of each of these structures contributing its 
characteristic aspect of function to a final result in behavior. 

Since the thalamus has lost most of its motor connections, while 
the cortex has acquired a variety of outgoing channels, we may 
picture the thalamus as the major input channel to cortex (Fig. l) 
and see in the cortex an apparatus for further analysis of the informa¬ 
tion delivered to the thalamus. This is followed serially in cortical 
functional organization by an integrating apparatus and a motor 
outflow. As cortical accessories, we must add a memory storage 
depository and a reservoir of hereditary patternspredisposmg the 
brain to certain preferred patterns of activity. Many 
are built into the basal ganglia and operate both by way of cortical 
connections and also by way of motor outflow from these nuclei 
into the old brainstem motor system. The more recently estabhs 
cortical motor outflow, the pyramidal tract, operates at all levels 
on this older motor system. These levels include the basal gangha 
themselves, the brainstem motor levels and the spinal cord The 
cortex acts on the periphery only through these levels, rather than 
on the final effector organs of muscle, gland, etc. 

D. THE EVOLUTION OF CORTEX 
The cortex, as noted above, originated as an offshoot of the 
olfactory sensory apparatus, and served first as a modifier or 
facilitator of olfactory function. This original cortex persists as 
the direct precursor of the piriform cortex of higher animals. At a 
stage of evolution somewhere below the reptiles, one region of thi 
primitive cortex established connections with the thalamus, already 
at this stage a sensory integrating center with a motor outflow for 
the control of lower levels. This “general” cortex progressively 
lost most of its original connections to the olfactory system as 1 
gained similar relations to the thalamus (Fig. 3,1). As the general 
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cortex expanded in the higher vertebrates, it acquired, on the one 
hand, more specific relations to the thalamic sensory centers, and on 
the other, progressively took over from the thalamus the control 
of motor activity. To accomplish the latter it must have become 
something more than a modifier of thalamic activity, probably its 
original relation. It became progressively a higher receiving station 
for sensory paths, and developed progressively a motor outflow 
of its own. 



The first step in this shift of dominance from thalamus to cortex 
consisted of the specialization in the primitive cortex of three areas. 
These areas established particular reference to the three great sensory 
systems of visual, auditory and somaesthetic reception (Fig. 3, II) 
as already represented in the thalamus. This stage is approximately 
that of the present reptilian brain, and presumably of the missing 
links between reptilian and mammalian forms. In the mammal, 
the next stage (Fig. 3, III) appears fully completed, showing specific 
projection areas to which the three sensory systems send information 
through the thalamus by direct relays. Here the sensory periphery 
is projected in some detail as a map of the body surface reference, 
spread across the cortex in the case of somaesthetic sense. Corres¬ 
ponding detailed projection of visual field and auditory frequency, 
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etc. occur in their respective areas. At this stage the cortex has 
apparently added an improved analyzer of sensory information to 
what the thalamus had accomplished, establishing its dominance 
over the thalamus as a sensory apparatus, but still depending on 
the thalamus for its input. 

Not all the sensory modalities are thus directly projected to these 
specific projection areas. These other modalities, including pain 
and temperature senses, still seem to be projected to thalamus 
(Fig. 2). From here to cortex, the more diffuse relation of thalamic 
and cortical sensory function found in the pre-mammals may still 
persist. The cortex receives most directly only certain sensory paths 
for fine discrimination of touch, vibration sense, muscle tension, 
etc. and corresponding components of visual and auditory stimula¬ 
tion. Their common denominator in the three projection areas 
appears to be a content of information about the relations of the 
body to objects in surrounding space, as contrasted to information 
as to the state of the body itself, exteroceptive information as 
contrasted to enteroceptive. To what extent and in what manner 
the modalities of sense not represented in the three projective areas 
are represented in other regions of cortex, we do not know at present. 

The latest stage, if not the last in the evolution of the brain, 
consists in the expansion of the association areas into frontal, 
parietal, temporal and occipital lobes (Fig. 3, IV). This occurs 
progressively in the primates and has its maximal development 
in man. The question is, of what previous structures are these 
the expansions? They seem to have no immediate relation to 
sensory perception. Minor differences in structure give no evidence 
of the character of their contribution to behavior. Results of their 
ablation appear chiefly as modifications of attitude, interest, and 
other characteristics so far defined chiefly in subjective terms. 
Such removals do not result in aphasias as removals of older 
association areas may, nor do they interfere with ability to execute 
motor patterns. They are not primarily memory reservoirs. They 
certainly contribute to the making of decisions or choice, but 
perhaps as biasing or modulating mechanisms rather than as the 
primary substrates for integration of behavior patterns. Without 
drawing sharp lines as to the anatomical or functional limits of these 
areas, they obviously supply large numbers of neurons available as 
the substrate of complexity of brain function. They might be 
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diagrammed as eddies of the main stream of input-to-output flow 
of activity. As such they would receive stimuli from the rest of the 
brain, give the activity this generates a characteristic emphasis, 
and feed this emphasis or predisposition back into the main stream, 
but with only secondary relation to sensory input or motor output 
by way of the more basic association areas. They might stand in 
the same relation to the general integrating mechanisms of the 
brain as does the most primitive piriform cortex to the olfactory 
sensory receptor system. 

Looking at the overall picture of how the higher brain structures 
have developed, a block diagram may be presented indicating the 
possible relations of its main constituents in terms of overall function. 
For the sake of simplicity of presentation, we may limit this analysis 
to thalamus and cortex primarily. Starting with a sensory integrating 
center in the thalamus the thalamo-cortex has passed through 
several stages (Fig. 4). First occurred the addition of cortex as a 
modifier to a previously developed thalamic integrating center 
(Fig. 4-1). Then followed a differentiation of regions of sensory 
reference in cortex related to afferent receptor centers in thalamus 
(Fig. 4-2). From this stage on, thalamus and cortex have pro¬ 
gressed in parallel, but with dominance shifting from thalamus to 
cortex, signalized by loss of thalamic motor tracts and gain of 
cortical pyramidal tract outflow. Both thalamus and cortex 
differentiate further to take advantage of the aquisition by mammals 
of a new sensory projective pathway from the dorsal columns of 
the cord (Fig. 4-3). A relay of this path in the thalamus, and a 
terminus in cortex itself, again suggests cortical dominance. The 
development of memory storage, assignable chiefly to cortex, with 
the resultant capacity for learned behavior, and the expansion of 
“ association ” cortex (Fig. 4-3A) related to the integrative function 
of the system rather than to sensory analysis, adds a group of 
complex modifiers to the substrate of the basic response patterns. 
A group of hereditary or instinctive biases persists throughout, 
exemplified by, though not confined to, the basal ganglia. Nothing 
appears to have been lost in this process of development; the 
process has involved adding more complex organs with resultant 
greater flexibility and possibility of variable response. 

This potentiality of modifiable behavior connotes the increased 
possibility of choice and decision making. Can one infer, from 
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such a course of development and the increase of complexity of 
organization resulting, how decisions are arrived at, that is, how 
choices are made ? 


SENSORY MOTOR 



OLD NEW 


Fig. 4. Block diagram indicating the successive stages in development of, 
and interconnections between thalamus and cortex. Those labelled 
“ old ” are the primitive premammalian paths, the “ new ” are only 
developed in mammals. Dotted squares in 3A represent the expansion 
in the primates and man of the association areas. Sensory on left, motor 
on right side. 
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E. THE CONSTITUENT PROCESSES OF NERVOUS 
TISSUE ACTIVITY 

Before one tries to analyze brain function as a whole, some 
consideration should be given to the behavior of its parts. The 
unit of the nervous system is the nerve cell or neuron, and each 
neuron consists of four main divisions, each with different 
properties (Fig. 5). The nerve fiber or axon extends from the cell 
body to an effector organ, which may be another neuron, a muscle, 
or gland cell, etc. Its sole function is to conduct an all-or-none 
impulse, that is, one which is of constant size whatever the intensity 
or character of the stimulus. It carries its messages in code, as 
patterns of successive impulses variable in frequency and number. 
In the central nervous system its impulses originate usually at the 
cell body, which responds to electrical depolarization of the cell 
membrane. The greater the depolarization, the higher the frequency 
of response. This cell body depolarization is induced by an entirely 
different process occurring in other fibers branching from the cell 
body, termed dendrites. At each point where an axon impinges on 
dendritic tissue an impulse arriving over any terminal of that axon 
produces a depolarization locally of the dendritic membrane, usually 
by means of a chemical secreted by the axon terminal. The cell 
body itself may receive axon terminals, and thus act as dendritic 
tissue. These four parts, cell body, axon, axon terminal and dendrite, 
thus constitute the functional neuron. The cell body in addition 
to being typically the generator of all-or-none impulses also supplies 
the metabolic energy for the activities of all these cell structures. 

The region of contact of an axon with a dendrite is the synapse. 
The chemical depolarization induced there is not all-or-none, and 
two or more successive impulses at short intervals can sum their 
effects to a stronger depolarization. Repetitive impulses can in 
fact maintain a continuous depolarization at a given synapse. 
Such a depolarization at a synaptic point draws current front the 
cell body, tending to depolarize this passively. One dendritic 
system of one cell may have many synapses on it, and their 
depolarizing effects are summated at the cell body. If enough active 
synapses draw sufficient current a threshold depolarization is 
induced at which level the cell body is excited to the production of 
an all-or-none impulse, which is conducted into its axon. Stronger 
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and longer-lasting depolarization generates a train of repetitive 
impulses. Many different fibers from different regions of the brain 
may terminate on any one neuron, and their effects are then sum- 
mated at the point of generation of impulses. Other synapses may 
be inhibitory, acting to reduce current flow from the impulse 
generator, and thereby to reduce or prevent its depolarization. 

The progress of a message through a series of neurons thus 
involves coded sequences of all-or-none axonal impulses alternating 
with non-all-or-none (graded) steady or variable depolarizations 
of dendritic tissue. The pattern of the message transmitted over 
each cell is chiefly determined in its dendritic phase, for here the 
messages from many neurons interact and are summated to deter¬ 
mine the impulse pattern of the next axon. It is further probable 
that no neuron in the central nervous system ever acts independently 
of other neurons, and its level of excitation is so complexly deter¬ 
mined as to be in effect continuously variable, as contrasted to the 
all-or-none character of the axonal impulse. 

The axon can be compared to a vacuum tube employed to 
register only off-on values as in a digital counter, while the synaptic 
activity of dendrites has more the properties of a tube working 
as an analog device. Even in parallel arrangements where a group 
of fibers activates a group of cells in the nearest approximation to a 
one-to-one relation, connections of branching fiber terminals permit 
the impulse in each fiber to contribute to the dendritic depolarization 
of a number of cells, so that no such arrangement as a single chain 
of neurons exists in the working nervous system. Moreover, the 
afferent fibers are in general of different sizes and presumably deliver 
correspondingly different complements of energy to any given cell. 
The net result is that messages carried over a system of cells having 
a common function must be capable of an indefinite series of values, 
and the end result must have, even for simple activities, some of 
the attributes of a statistical summation rather than of a specifically 
transmitted pattern. 

In some neurons at least, perhaps in most, more than one group 
of axons impinge, each group on a different region of the cell with 
different results. The typical pyramid cell of the projection areas of 
cortex has a major apical dendrite ramifying at the surface of the 
cortex and a ring of basal dendrites about its cell body (Fig. 5). 
Different groups of fibers activate these two regions. Stimulation in 
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when an animal is under anesthesia or otherwise reduced in capacity 
to respond, but which are no longer isolated from interference from 
other brain activity in the intact animal. 

The more one attempts to analyze the patterns of response 
characteristic of what might appear to be specific cell groupings, 
the less it appears that there are such arrangements as will give 
any very specific patterns as a fixed component of behavior. Rather 
the relations of neurons to each other involve extreme flexibility 
of participation in multiple patterns. Activity flows through the 
more complicated neural networks with somewhat the fluidity of 
waves over water. Only at the periphery do we find more unique 
connections and more inflexibly fixed paths. Certain more or less 
fixed inherent or acquired barriers or predispositions result in 
preferred but not obligatory courses for the flow of activity through 
this complicated network. Otherwise these courses exhibit a 
considerable latitude within which they are easily shifted about by 
impulses so multiple and so various as to approximate randomness. 
That final patterns of behavior so purposeful and so predictable can 
be obtained from such an apparatus may imply that this random 
activity is scattered about certain means, and the statistical dis¬ 
tribution of variable elements of functional activity is more specific 
than are the units of activity themselves. 

F. THE FLOW OF ACTIVITY THROUGH THE BRAIN 

Many activities are initiated externally to the central nervous 
system, in bodily organs or in the sensory periphery. Any activity 
so initiated, or however initiated in fact, will enter the nervous 
system main channels by some specific route, and thus be pre¬ 
disposed to take some preferred general direction through the 
higher centers. This action-initiating stimulus will arrive against 
a background of sensory or other activity which may be below 
threshold for overt motor response, but still capable of predisposing 
the integrative mechanism to a corresponding set or bias. The 
central result in any case will be a significant modulation of the 
input pattern. The stream of activity, so modified, must then flow 
in part into the reservoirs of stored past experience (memory), 
and the resultant pattern, modified by matching of the present 
stimulus with previously registered patterns, will be reflected back 
into the main stream. A somewhat similar influence or series of 
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them may be assigned to other modifiers of pattern such as are 
inferred to reside in the various expansions of the “ association ” 
areas, the frontal, temporal, etc., auxiliary regions of the brain. 
The pattern so reorganized must further run the gauntlet of the 
hereditary or built-in directive or patterning apparatus exemplified 



Fig. 6. Diagram indicating the connections at various levels between 
sensory and motor systems. Ascending sensory and other afferent paths 
enter from left side of diagram, descending motor outflow to muscle etc. 
leave on right. Squares indicate some of the principal centers of the 
nervous system, particularly on the motor side. The full line on the 
right represents the mammalian pyramidal or corticospinal tract, which 
sends fibers from the cortex to all the lower centers of the old pre¬ 
mammalian motor system, still functional in mammals. 


in connections of thalamus and cortex with the basal ganglia. The 
resultant stream emerges from the motor area of cortex, to be 
projected on the periphery. 

We have outlined here, however sketchily, only that branch of 
the afferent stream arriving at the thalamocortical level of the 
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nervous system. However, the cortical outflow over the pyramidal 
path is not the only determinant of motor pattern. An older motor 
system passing downward from basal ganglia to spinal cord is 
accessible at various levels to activation by branches of the ascending 
afferent paths (Fig. 6). The cortical pyramidal system acts on this 
older system at various levels also and overt motor activity is the 
resultant of these two streams of stimulation. Since the higher 
decision-making levels are what concern us here, the execution of 
the directive, however arrived at, is of secondary concern. Without 
the normal activity of the rest of the motor apparatus, the cortical 
motor pattern would be incomplete as an organizer of motor 
behavior. This is obvious from the effects of lesions in this older 
motor system whose derangement can effectively disorganize, and 
even paralyze bodily movement. In other words, the motor pattern 
transmitted from the cortex is alone far from adequate as the trans¬ 
mitter of purposeful directives, but acts rather as a modulator 
working through lower motor levels, each contributing its character¬ 
istic component to the whole pattern. 

The course of transmission of activity through the higher centers 
has been treated above as if it consisted of a single sequence of 
activity occupying serially one after another locus. Instead, all 
central activity involves time, and no single volley of impulses 
transmitted through the nervous system can result in precise and 
purposeful behavior. In particular it takes time to make decisions. 
A constant or persisting stream of impulses passes through the 
central apparatus, modifiable at any stage as it continues to flow. 
The first overt motor action results in modification of the stream 
of afferent impulses through a change in the relation of the body 
to the environment, and this modified activity alters cortical activity. 
Thus the process of pattern formation continues as the activity 
proceeds. This is in effect a feedback, through the environment, 
of the initial and continuing results of central activity, and its 
effect is to monitor the activity toward the goal originally set for it. 
In so doing, it may also modify the goal itself, by correcting or 
amplifying it or even reversing the decision originally arrived at. 
In a nervous system so essentially unsuitable for the making of 
precise and adequate responses to the limited information usually 
available to it, such a means of continuous correction and adjust¬ 
ment is an appropriate and necessary adjunct. 
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One may observe the action of this feedback apparatus in any 
number of motor activities. A simple one consists of a test applied 
by clinicians for the detection of malfunction of the cerebellum. 
The subject sits at ease with his arm extended, and is asked to 
touch his forefinger to the tip of his nose. The normal subject does 
this smoothly and with considerable precision. He is then asked 
to do it repetitively, with the intent of making precisely the same 
contact each time. The subject then closes his eyes and repeats 
the movement. The result will be a considerable loss in accuracy, 
even in the normal subject, and greater error if the cerebellum fails 
to function normally. 

When one examines his own behavior in performing this test, 
several points of interest become apparent. First, the movement 
itself involves complex and accurately balanced contraction of a 
large number of muscles in shoulder, arm and hand, and demands 
the maintenance of this balance, though a constantly shifting one, 
as the direction and speed of movement changes during its execution. 
Second, the competence of the movement is measured by the fine 
discrimination of position. As a final measure of precision of 
control, each contact sensation is compared with those preceding it. 
Other sensations from muscles, joints, etc., doubtless contribute to 
accuracy of movement. One other sensory control, made evident 
by the loss of precision on closing the eyes, epitomizes the whole 
procedure. Apparently the eyes are watching the movement of 
the finger, and constantly induce shifts of pattern of muscular 
contraction during the movement itself,\ in anticipation of the final 
contact. When one notices how poor a visual image one obtains 
of the tip of one’s nose by looking down it, and considers the speed 
with which adjustment must be made to be effective, the fact that 
addition of visual monitoring of such a movement is effective 
emphasizes two points. The first is that without this final monitoring 
even simple acts are inexpertly guided by the brain. The second is 
that the monitoring is continuous, which implies continual develop¬ 
ment or adjustment of central pattern during its expression at the 
periphery. In a sense, the definitive and final central directive is 
not completely formulated until the resultant motion itself is 
completed. 

The reason for thus examining the motor end effect of central 
activity is that it is accessible to examination as the central activity 
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is not, and this peripheral process may serve as an analog of what 
happens in the brain in making even such decisions as may not be 
expressed in overt acts, as in “ thinking.” When central activity 
with whatever initial slant or predisposition is initiated, the process 
of further defining the final result, the choice between possibilities, 
may be affected by a similar feedback within the brain itself. This 
is saying no more than that when we receive a stimulus to act, what 
we decide to do, or what we decide to be appropriate, is defined 
not only by the nature of the stimulus but by the modulation of 
the reaction to it, subjective as well as objective, with reference to 
past as well as to present experience, and that this occurs a$ a 
continuous process as decisions are being formulated. 

G. THE ORGANIZATION OF CENTRAL PATTERNS 
OF ACTIVITY 

If this analogy with the regulation of motor activity during its 
progress is to be useful, something in the central process of decision¬ 
making itself should correspond to the continuous feedback from 
motor activity to sensory input. The obvious central analogy of 


SENSORY INSTINTIVE MOTOR 

MEMORY . BIAS MEMORY 



PERIPHERY 

Fig. 7. Diagram indicating the passage of messages through the cortex, 
modified at successive loci in passage, in the process of determining the 
appropriate response to a sensory stimulus. See text. 

current input information resulting from current activity is similar 
past experience registered in memory (Fig. 7). As a stream of 
activity, however initiated, flows across the nervous system, its 
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course must be capable of redirection by comparison of present 
stimulus with past experience. Similarly, the anticipation of the 
result of central activity so determined must be compared again 
with the records of past final results of previous similar activity. 
In this respect, a memory reservoir serves the same function as the 
environment in the case of motor output discussed above. Into 
this reservoir a partially formulated decision sends a warning of its 
possible or probable results, to be further limited or modulated in 
accordance with the memory of previous results of similar decisions. 
It is of course incidental whether this memory is a conscious process 
or not; as here used, it implies only stored information accessible 
to brain functioning. 

We may arrange some of the things the brain does, in simplest 
terms, in order of decreasing knowledge of how the brain does them. 
We can then attempt to extrapolate from the better to the lesser 
known. 

(1) Stimulation at two widely different input points gives widely 
different motor activity. Presumably channels from input to 
output are then maximally separated anatomically and functionally, 
and the “ choice ” of response is chiefly based on locus of stimula¬ 
tion. Difference of responses is maximally assignable to difference 
of initial bias, resulting from spatial relations. 

(2) Choice between responses to stimuli of different modality at 
the same locus may be made on the basis of intensities of the stimuli, 
or of fusion of the two resultant sensations to a new complex. 
Each stream of activity may then be pictured as modulating the 
other, over a wide and continuous range of possible results. 

(3) Redirection of activity in response to the sensory result 
secondary to motor activity; feedback through the periphery. 

(4) Choice between two or more possibilities to a given stimulus 
determined by learning, memory of past experience. This must 
involve modification of path by memory of the result of previous 
responses, as well as by memory of previous stimuli to response; 
a central feedback through memory as a “ peripheral ” environ¬ 
ment; peripheral, that is, to the path of activity initiated by the 
stimulus. Past experience stored in memory may then function 
similarly to current sensations fed back from environmental changes 
due to motor activity. It must similarly contribute to the further 
organization of a pattern of activity even during its formulation. 
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Now, how does memory, especially conscious memory, how does anything 
conscious, involve two or more neurons which are separate units and which 
express their relation only by working on something else? What is it they work 
on ? It puts consciousness, and memory, right outside the physiological nervous 
system. 

If we follow logically what we know about physiology we just say we don’t 
blow anything about this. However, we all assume physical or chemical traces 
in nervous tissue corresponding to memory. 

Schmidt: Further questions? 

Weyl: Does anyone know what the brain does as reported subjectively by 
those who experience it when deprived of all sensory inputs? 

Bishop: What does a brain do when it is deprived of all sensory inputs? 
It goes crazy more or less. It apparently doesn’t know what to do and proceeds 
to operate without the usual sensory controls, and soon wanders irrationally. 
Like any physiological system which is accustomed to being stimulated, the 
brain presumably becomes hypersensitive when normal stimuli are cut off. 
Like the visceral system, for instance, which is principally activated by the 
autonomic nervous system. When this is cut away, the viscera become 
hypersensitive to circulating adrenalin, and still function actively, if erratically. 
I would say the hallucinations, presumably erupting spontaneously from 
memories of past experience, are abnormal because they lack the guidance of 
current experience. This might be taken as an example of the dependence of 
the brain on constant checking of its current activity by reference to immediate 
experience. The feedback through the periphery that I discussed, of the results 
of voluntary activity, is one variety of such checking of central activity against 
current input. I would propose this as a general principle of central activity. 
Without this, the central nervous system is not a self-regulating one. 

Now if you cut the afferents to the brain, you are doing the same thing to 
the brain as cutting the sympathetic nerves to the viscera. You are letting it 
go without activity until finally, I suppose, it tends to get into random activity 
and there you get into hallucinations and the sort of things that are reported 
when one is deprived of all sensory input, as far as this is possible. 

Now, if you cut a cat’s brain stem, cut all the afferents you can in that cat, 
you still leave a fairly competent cat who will still eat and walk around and 
so on somewhat like a normal cat, but that cat will have a pattern of activity 
in the brain that is called “ spindling.” The electrocorticogram pattern, instead 
of being the alpha rhythm or a modification of it, comes in bursts. First a 
spindle of oscillations occurs which blocks out the normal pattern, then a stage 
of quiescence, then another spindle. This is also produced under deep nembutal 
anesthesia. Anything that stops the brain from functioning due to external 
sources results in this so-called spindle pattern, or even in what is further called 
sleep pattern. 

In other words, there are signs that the brain’s activity, when all nerve inputs 
are removed, goes into some automatic spontaneous oscillation which doesn’t 
necessarily have any meaning to it. What they mean to the cat, I don’t know. 
This activity is not normal, though it resembles that of normal sleep, and perhaps 
dreams and activity similar to the hallucinations following deprivation of 
normal sensations. 

Schmidt: You had ample opportunity to speculate about these central 
nervous mechanisms and I know you have both the background in engineering 
and neurophysiology to consider it adequately. Can you attempt any generaliza¬ 
tion regarding the properties of these heavily re-entrant negative and positive 
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feedback systems with respect to their patterns of behavior? This is the thing 
most engineering designs shy away completely from: a system of just more than 
a few loops. Here we have clear evidence, I think, of many thousands of short 
loops, long loops, positive, negative loops, many of them nonlinear, all of them 
tightly connected. I suppose we are going to have to start making some 
generalizations about them and I wonder whether you are any better off in 
this than we were ten years ago ? 

Bishop: I don’t think that I am. I would say that if any computer designer 
wanted to take advantage of the brain as a model he would have an awful job 
on his hands making anything like a brain do what he wants a computer to do, 
if I understand you right. 

The brain is not an accurate organ. Its memory is poor, its recognition is 
poor, its sensory input doesn’t work very well, its motor activity isn’t very well 
organized until one becomes skilled. This is not a good computer. What it 
does is to respond variably over a range. There is an advantage in the circum¬ 
stance that it doesn’t always do the same thing to the same stimulus. If it misses 
once in a while it may learn something about how to operate more usefully. 

If you ever got a man so well educated, so learned and so highly skilled that 
he always gave the right answer to every stimulus that happened, never made a 
mistake, well, I think he would lose his advantage over a computer. 

The ability to make mistakes connotes the ability to make choices over a 
range not accurately defined, and to find new ways of doing things, and that 
is probably one of the virtues of the imperfections of the nervous system. 

Critchlow {IBM Research , San Jose , California ): I am very interested in 
these many levels of control. It is interesting to talk about the four or five 
levels of control you have in the human brain apparently, because computers 
apparently are built the same way. They start out with several computers and a 
compiler on top of that and now there are supervisory computers on top of that. 

Would you care to comment on the reasons for this evolution if you have 
any thoughts on it ? 

Bishop : I don’t know the reason. You must ask God for that. All I know 
is that this is the way the brain developed. The history of the nervous system 
tells us something about how the structures came about, but not why they came 
about that way. I suppose our ancestors, the lizards, needed certain brains for 
certain things and they got them because of natural selection and evolution 
and so on and the next higher animal came along and something changed that 
to a more effective animal by putting something on top of the lizard’s brain. 
We never lose anything. There is nothing in the brain that you cannot find 
the beginnings of in the larval form just hatched from the egg of the lizard. 
It contains all the fundamental structures of the human brain. Not the details, 
but the main divisions and levels. 

This thing has been built on, adding one thing to another, and its present 
status comes out of its history. 

To go back of that, you can say what it does, but you can’t say why it is there. 
You can’t say the brain added a given part because it needed it; rather that it 
made use of such additions as it was able to acquire in the process of evolution 
and natural selection, such additions as had survival value. 
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 


Questions Directed to the Panel at Large 


Chairman Schmidt: Would anyone suggest some criteria to distinguish 
self-organizing systems ? 

Dr. von Foerster looks very anxious to answer that. 

von Foerster: I am very anxious to answer that? (Laughter). It depends 
of course on which way you would like to ask that question. Maybe we should 
have a little discussion. 

Schmidt: It is directed to anyone who wants to answer it. 

von Foerster: I abstain for the moment. 

Schmidt : No, go ahead. You answer it first and then we will get some 
corrections. There will be corrections no matter who answers the question. 

von Foerster : I think I pointed out somehow what I meant by self-organizing 
systems and as I already talked about it I think somebody else should answer it. 

Schmidt: Well, that is letting you off the hook completely. Does anybody else 
want to try this first? No; you see you have the floor. Let’s hear the comments. 

Rosenblatt: I think Dr. von Foerster defined a province for himself and I 
think by default he should answer this question. 

von Foerster: We must go back to some of the ideas which we already 
discussed this afternoon. For instance, Dr. Auerbach’s paper, this extraordinarily 
interesting paper on the cells which reorganize themselves after they have been 
taken apart. I would not have used my funny magnets if I had heard Auerbach’s 
paper first. You see, with the magnets, before I was saying what they really do, 
I had already given my trick away: that they are magnetized. Assume for the 
moment you don’t know that they are magnetized and you shake them around 
and they form beautiful lattices and do fantastic things. You will wonder and 
say, “ For heaven’s sake, what goes on? It is a very peculiar system.” Then 
comes someone and tells you they are just magnetized in a tricky fashion and 
you say, “ This is a cheater. This is sleight-of-hand.” 

Now in the case of the cells, we may not know what the principle is that 
really brings these things about and we say obviously to what we see in front 
of our eyes: that is self-organization! 

The ultimate problem is probably a theory of the structure of the universe 
referring to the particular structures of the elementary particles of which it is 
built. Although we are constantly going down the energy drain, we are forming 
systems of higher complexity. 

Schmidt: Thank you. Dr. Farley, do you care to comment any further on 
this? 

Farley: In that first paper Clark and I wrote anticipating questions of this 
sort, we defined what we meant by self-organizing systems, and in a very simple 

147 




148 Questions to the Panel 

way by merely isolating a system, giving it some sort of test input and then 
scoring the output in some arbitrary way and then allowing it to undergo some 
specified experiences and then testing it again and seeing if this score has improved. 
And if the score has improved we say the system is self-organizing. 

Now it is clear that this is relative to the particular test and the particular 
scores that you use, but I don’t see any other way of defining it. Similarly, of 
course, if it doesn’t improve, it is not self-organizing in this respect. 

vonFoerster: What about learning ? 

Farley: All I can say is it is a model of learning. This is exactly analogous 
of course to somebody who is taking a course in French. You may give him 
a test in French before he begins and score that, and after he has been in the 
course for a month you give him another test and score that. 

von Foerster : I would say the whole idea of self-organizing systems is not 
at all mystical. A self-organizing system is just like a salt solution; if you dry 
out the water you find crystals are forming and this is, in a sense, a self-organizing 
system if you wish; but probably this is not the kind of thing you have in mind. 

Rogers: Following Dr. Bishop’s paper, Dr. Weyl asked the question, “ What 
happens to a brain which you detach from its environment? ’’ and the question of 
detaching the brain was answered by Dr. Bishop. 

I would like to add some additional comments to this. Fortunately, we don’t 
have to detach the brain from its environment. Another way of asking the question 
is, what happens when you isolate the entire organism from its environment? 

Now back in 1955 and 1956, if my memory of the newspaper articles which 
appeared at the time suffices, the National Institute of Health ran a series of 
experiments called “ The Dead Man’s Float,” in which, in effect, a human being 
was completely isolated from any kind of stimulus whatsoever. 

The experiments were run in studies of psychotic personalities and if one takes 
the position that the psychotic is the person that is afraid of all stimuli that he 
finds in his environment, perhaps psychotics can be treated if we isolate them 
from the environment. 

Well what was done briefly was that a large tank was built and filled with 
water which was kept at a constant temperature, and in this tank the subject 
was immersed. At first the subjects were the designers of the experiment. The 
person was kept in a rubber suit which completely enclosed him and floated face 
down with oxygen supplied through a tube. 

The experience was reported by the subjects as delicious at first and most 
subjects fell asleep between 20 min and a few hours after having been put into 
the tank. Upon waking from sleep, however, the subjects found themselves 
completely disoriented in space, floating around in this tank they had no way 
of knowing what direction was up or down. They of course had no visual or 
auditory stimuli and the skin had adapted to the temperature and pressure of 
the water to such an extent they could feel nothing as far as moving their arms, 
trying to get some feel from the water. 

The interesting part for this present discussion is what happens to the person’s 
thinking. And the frightening aspect, the frightening result reported by the 
subjects was that after a while—and some of these experiments went on with the 
subject in the tank for as long as 12 hours—after a while the subject found it 
impossible to change the idea he had. One thought would let’s say, take hold, 
and in Dr. von Foerster’s terms, with no noise from the environment he found it 
impossible to change the idea. It just kept going round and round. 

Under the circumstances it was easy, of course, to inject material—there 
were earphone arrangements so that the people watching the experiment could 
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inject material which was immediately grasped by the subject and that also went 
* rounc * an< ^ round. When the subjects were finally released from the experiment 
; it took approximately 24 hours for them to get back to normal in the sense 
that they could take information which was presented to them from the people 
outside the experiment and make what we would call rational evaluations of it. 
That is, compare it with other things they find in the environment, compare it 
with their own memory. 

The access to memory, which one might expect the subject to be able to have 
even under those circumstances, was totally lacking, and this ties in: I hope it 
presents another answer to the question you asked and perhaps ties in with some 
of the comments of Dr. von Foerster this morning. 

Handrix (Naval Ordnance Test Station and U.C.L.A .): Have there been any 
theories of consciousness on a mechanistic basis ? We can conceive of building 
a machine that could simulate the entire behavior of an organism, if not a man, 
then something less complex, say a rat. But such a simulator would not, I think, 
be conscious. Can consciousness be mechanized? Are there any theories or 
opinions relating to this? Please don’t ask me to define consciousness, 

Rosenblatt: I might cite a few things from the literature. Unfortunately, 

I must ask the questioner to define consciousness or I don’t think the question 
is a particularly meaningful one as nobody has really reached an agreement on 
this point. 

Let me indicate however that there are a number of schools of thought among 
psychologists as well as automata theorists, as to whether consciousness exists, as 
to what it is if it does exist, and as to whether we have any reasonable scientific 
interest in it in any case. 

Culbertson, for one, tackles the question very directly and assumes that 
consciousness does exist and deals with this in terms of a tree of relata spreading 
indefinitely into the past. I am not too sympathetic with this approach, but I 
would certainly refer you to this reference which you will find in his book which 
is called Consciousness and Behavior. 

The people who have approached this question at all, and I think most people 
have become increasingly cautious about tackling it, seem to be divided between 
those who regard it as essentially a private phenomenon, a sort of epi-phenomenon 
which really has nothing to do with the way the system functions, and those who 
feel that in some sense consciousness represents a phenomenon which is quite 
essential to the kind of activity with which it is associated, and that in some sense 
conscious processes can not only be distinguished from nonconscious processes, 
but actually perform in different ways and have different roles in the behavior of 
the organism; that consciousness is in some sense functional and cannot be 
disregarded as the other group feels it can. 

One of my colleagues has suggested that consciousness is whatever people 
are referring to when they say they are conscious, and I am personally inclined to 
go along with this. This does not necessarily imply a position on the utility of 
consciousness. I also feel that when people say they are conscious they are acting 
in a way which can be distinguished in some fashion from other ways and this 
probably has something to do with their awareness of the flow of information 
through their own sensory channels and through their own central nervous 
system. By this I mean that somebody who can distinguish between a state in 
which he is not receiving any information at all because he happens to be blind 
at the time, and a state in which he is not receiving any information because 
nothing is there, is in a sense being conscious, and that this particular form of 
consciousness (if we accept this as consciousness) is indeed functional. 
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It is quite important to know whether sight has failed because of a visual 
malfunction or whether sight has failed because the eyes are closed or something 
of this sort. Consciousness then involves presumably a discrimination and con¬ 
sequently information, in the true information theory sense, about the state of 
the system. If there are no such states which can be discriminated, if there is no 
information contained in the statement that I am conscious, then the question 
itself becomes meaningless. We must then in approaching this problem at all, 

I think, begin by asking, “ What are the states about which we are supplying 
information when we say we are conscious or we are not conscious ? ” And here 
again I think we come back to the question of usage. What is it that people 
refer to about their behavior or about their internal state or about their sensory 
apparatus or anything else when they say they are being conscious or are not 
being conscious or have been conscious or have not been conscious of some event? 

Schmidt: I can’t resist the temptation with this array of expert talent here to 
see if someone here can’t postulate some workable hypothesis upon which we 
can base the interesting 24-hour or one-month periodicities which we find in 
any biological organized systems and apparently haven’t been able to localize 
biochemically, biophysically or neurologically and yet find prevalent in almost 
all animals and many plants ? . . 

Goldman: There is an experimental connection between the periodicities 
and some of the hard radiation that gets into the earth. 

Schmidt: Are you quoting Frank Brown in that connection? 

Goldman : I didn’t read this, but I listened to a lecture where a man described 
how he had slices of liver and watched their metabolism and found that it varied 
in accordance with such periodicities. They finally found they were able to 
correlate the periodicities with certain hard gamma radiation or cosmic rays 
coming to the earth at the time. I don’t know anything more about this thing. 
Schmidt: I would say this was less than fully verified. 

Auerbach: I might just mention one thing along these lines. I think this 
periodicity is fascinating. Any outside source which doesn’t take the responding 
system into account is going to be in trouble. As an example, we have in our 
department a Dr. Rawson who has been working on this with inbred mouse 
strains—it is a funny thing, in the dark, you know these cycles are not 24 hours, 
there is a 23 something hours or 22 something, depending on the strain used. 
One can set one’s watch by the way these animals work in the dark and I don’t 
think any outside source is sufficient to account for the fine strain differences 
in rhythm. It is a very complicated system and we simply don’t understand the 

mechanism as yet. . 

Schmidt: I think this is an interesting problem related to these organized 
systems in that apparently many of these properties are essentially independent 
of temperature and most biochemistry is strongly dependent on temperature 
and it would be interesting to find systems that don’t have this temperature 
correlation. 

von Foerster : My impression is that whenever we deal with very accurate 
clocks, some strong feedback action is involved. This means that two systems, 
A, B, strongly interact, whereby A controls B, and B, in turn, controls A. 
Consider for the moment a simple enzyme system where the activity of the 
enzyme is inhibited by the products of its activity. This system usually follows 
the so-called “ logistic ” differential equation of growth: 

^ = K«(l — n) — hi, 
at 
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^ an< ^ ^ are tbe build-up and decay constants respectively. Clearly in 
equilibrium d«/d/ = 0 and we have 



; But the two coefficients K, A are temperature dependent, usually following 
? Arrhenius’ equation: 

K = K,exp(_g) 

A=;. 0 exp(-|,) 

where E x and E 2 are the energies of activation for these enzyme reactions, k and T 
are Boltzmann’s constant and absolute temperature respectively. Inserting these 
into our expression for the enzyme equilibrium -density, we have 



As you can easily see, if the activation energies are of about the same value, 
n a> becomes quite independent of temperature, because the exponent in the 
e-function is so small that temperature fluctuations will show up only as a small 
correction: 



Schmidt: It is my impression that these carry exponential characteristics with 
negative and positive coefficients and do not cancel out over 20 or 30°. Isn’t 
that right? 

von Foerster: It depends on the activation constants, I think you can get 
the temperature independence over 50 or 60°. 

Weinberg (7.B.M.): In biological systems it seems that a major obstacle to 
study is the inability to determine what are the stimuli. Some of the problems 
we seem to be having with computer models arise from our inability to determine 
what is the response of the system. We stand in great danger of predetermining 
our results by the way we select criteria for response. Just as in a biological 
system, the most significant responses may not be detected by the experimenter. 
How do we know when a system is responding or what are responses ? 

Farley: I don’t believe it is different from any other scientific problem. 

Rosenblatt: It seems to me in most cases we have defined what responses we 
are interested in when we set up the experiment in the first place. If we don’t 
know the variable which we are concerned with and are interested in investigat¬ 
ing there really isn’t much point in performing the experiment except as a purely 
phenomenological investigation. If the experiment is to be more than that 
then we have presumably defined some measure we are concerned with, and 
changes in this particular measure constitute the response. 

Auerbach: Don’t you think it is of importance to recognize the fact that 
there are probably many other responses either which we are not interested in 
enough or we are not aware of that are nevertheless important? 

Rosenblatt: In the case of complex systems that may be highly important, 
but as Bel just observed, I don’t see that this is very different in our own particular 
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field of discussion, from any other scientific field; there may always be many 
other variables that may or may not be relevant to the problem. 

A Voice: I think part of the question is there is an enormous literature of 
physics and physiology and psychology which regards perception as response 
and not a stimulus. There has been considerable discussion here of putting 
percepts through a machine. Now the perception is a response, I would think, 
and I think this is probably the question we have shifting back and forth between 

responses and stimulus. x , . 

Rosenblatt: But I don’t recall anyone has spoken to-day of percepts being 
presented to the system as inputs. We have spoken of percepts as responses of 
the system. I realize that it has been traditional in the course of the last few 
psychological association meetings to have at least one symposium on the nature 
of the response. Personally, I have found these rather fruitless. It seems to me as 
I indicated just before, that the response is whatever it is that we are particularly 
concerned with investigating in a particular case. I don’t see that we are necessarily 
constrained to call one variable the response and another the stimulus or vice 
versa. It seems to me this is very much relative to the interest of the investigator 
and the particular problem. 








A VARIETY OF 
INTELLIGENT LEARNING 
IN A GENERAL PROBLEM SOLVER 

A. Newell,* J. C. Shaw* and H. A. Simon! 


The analysis in this paper is part of an exploration of the possibilities 
for learning and self-organization in a computer program called 
the General Problem Solver I, or GPS. GPS is a program that 
incorporates heuristic means for solving a substantial range of 
problems including, for example, discovering proofs for theorems 
: * n lo 8' c > proving algebraic and trigonometric identities, and per- 
forming formal integration and differentiation. The analysis derives 
! from the following heuristic: To study learning and self organiza- 
; tion, take a program that accomplishes a significant taSk and discover 
all the ways it can be improved and can improve itself. Heuristic 
I programs are likely candidates for such an investigation, since, by 
i t * le * r ver Y nature, they are open to improvement almost everywhere. 
We might have chosen for study our chess program or LT, our 
earlier program for proving theorems in logic, but the reason for 
preferring GPS will become apparent immediately. 

The basic learning situation is depicted in Fig. 1. The performance 
program at the bottom of the figure is GPS. A learning situation 
requires another program, called the learning program, that operates 
on the performance program as its object to produce a new per¬ 
formance program better adapted to its task. For GPS, the changes 
must make it a better problem solver. We will not try to define in 
general the notion of adaptive change and its measurement. In 
each particular learning situation we must convince ourselves that 
the learning program is so structured that it will try to produce better 
programs, although it may not always succeed, even in the long run. 
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t Carnegie Institute of Technology. 
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A performance program like GPS is large and complex and is 
organized from a set of components or aspects. There will be many 
different learning opportunities corresponding to the different 
aspects—-it being our ultimate goal to discover each of these and 


Set of possible 
A-components 



Fig. 1. Basic learning situation. 


determine its nature. The learning program for any particular 
aspect, A , must have access to a set of possible components for the 
performance program. The set may be given simply by a list, or 
by the variation of numerical parameters. If the aspect selected 
for learning is a significant part of the performance system, then 
the space of possible components will be large and complex. It 
might consist, for example, of all programs that can be built up 
from a set of primitive processes. The learning program also must 
have access to information about the performance program, its 
inputs, and its outputs. What information is used will vary, of 
course, but we shall assume that the learning program has essentially 
complete information about the structure of the performance 
program and its behavior for a sample of tasks. The learning 
program may work iteratively over time, selecting candidate 
^-components, modifying the performance program accordingly, 
watching the modified program operate, and then repeating the 
cycle. It need not proceed in this way, however. Although a 
learning program is constrained, by definition, to produce new and 
hopefully better programs, it is not constrained to do it any 
particular way. 


Intelligent Learning in a GPS 155 

Our problem, then, is to construct a program, which we call a 
learning program, that will make a good selection of an element 
from the set of AX so as to yield an effective performance progra 
in the present instance, a program that can soive problems. If the 
performance program handles a significant task, if e p 

chosen is a s^nificant aspect of the performance program, and if 
the space of ^-components is sufficiently rich; construe ion o 

learning program will pose an interesting problem 

In designing learning programs we are using a particua 

heuristic eraHy: ^ significant learning situations will require 
learning programs that are heuristic problem-solving program , 
in the sense in which that word is currently used in discussing 

chess and theorem-proving programs.! . f 

More specifically, that because GPS has pretensions of 
solving a wide array of problems, it may be possible to let 
GPS be its own learning program, so that the pro cm o 
selecting an ^-component will be a problem of the form GPS 

The purpose of this paper is to follow this heuristic in or Jr to 
see where it leads. It will become apparent that our analysis isst 
incomplete, although we have tried to be as definite as we cam 
Perhaps, even so, we have traced enough of the path so that the 
i reader*can evaluate the potentialities and difficulties of this approach. 

THE GENERAL PROBLEM SOLVER 
GPS and its performance have been described in detail in other 
publications.® >4) We will include here only enough description to 
make GPS comprehensible to readers who are not already fami la 

W1 (3PS is a program for working on tasks in an environment 
consisting of objects and operators. Symbolic logic is one 
task environment in which GPS can ope rate. Figure 2 shows an 

the^interes^of Friedberg’skarntog program!^ ston^from the'fact 

^ components for his program consists of all possible programs-a very large 
Heuristic programs are still best described by example (see Ref. 5,4). 
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r^! e .° f J asimple task in this environment. The objects on 

Sopo £»s t ° f the f fi§Ure ^ Symb ° liC l0 ^ c or 

P opositions, the operators, on the right-hand side, are the rules 


OPERATORS 


LI: 

S.(~P =■ Q) 





Rl: 

A.B-+B.A 

L2: 

(~P => Q).S 





R6: 

~A=>B-> 

L3: 

( PvQ).S 





Rl: 

AvB -> BvA 

L4: 

(QvP).S 




Fig. 2. Symbolic logic problem. 

that define the admissible transformations of one expression into 

obte r L 2 b r e T Ple ’ l 1 * ° bjeCt ’ L1 * is “rmed t£ 
° i appI < ylngthe °P erator > RL This particular operator 

‘‘inou •’\I SUb f tUtmg 5 f0r A and = 2) for 5 in its 

P side, and extracting the corresponding expression (L2) 

OW-»■»L'-Transform 

* Figure 2 shows a solution for this problem. 

n J b f 0 JeCtS f t0 whi ° h GPS is a PPl‘ ed need not be logic expressions, 
nor the operators rules of logic. Figure 3 depicts schematically the 
general nature of the GPS task environment. Here the objects are 
geometric shapes, and the arrows show the possible transformations 
oi one shape into another by application of operators. In this 
environment the problem might be posed of transforming the three 

GPS e sh° n i? e h Ieft w nd ° f the fi§Ure int ° the Shape at the far ri ght. 

“ tt™ ’> f u ° Perate ° n any env lronment where there 

are things that can be transformed or combined into other things 

by applymg identifmble operators or rules, and where the things 
are descnbable—i.e. have features. The significance of this la!t 
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It evaluates the goal to see whether it should be worked on; if it 
accepts the goal, it selects a method associated with that goal, and 
applies it; if the method fails, it evaluates whether to continue 
attempting the goal. If so, it selects another method, and so on 
The main clues to the behavior of GPS lie m the methods them¬ 
selves These give GPS a basically recursive structure: methods 
operate by establishing sub-goals (belonging to one or another of the 
three goal types) that are (hopefully) easier than the original goal, 
until a stage is reached where a sub-goal can actually be achieved 
When this happens, it represents a step of progress in the goal nex 
above, which can then make progress for the goal above it, and so on. 


Gool type No I : Transform object a into object b 


Method 1 | 

j Mntch o to b Ddferenceji^ 

Reduce d between 
a and b 

Fail Method 
fails 

T , .. , Modified 

P den,,cal object, c 


Fail, try for 
new object 

Method < Succeed- 

succeeds 

Transform cjnto b. 



Goal type No.2: Apply operator q_to object a. 


Method 2 


Transform a 1 

Succeeds „ 

into c(q), the 
input form of q 



Produce the output 
c from p(q) the 
output form of q 


Method 
' succeeds 


Method 

foils 


Goal type No.3: Reduce the difference, d, between object o andobject fe 


Method 3 



Fig. 5. Means-end analysis. 


Figure 5 shows a basic system of methods for what we usually 
call means-end analysis. It depicts only a core system of inter¬ 
linking methods used in GPS. Other methods are known but will 
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not be discussed here. The method associated with a transform goal 
(Type No. 1) consists in matching the two objects, a and b ; dis¬ 
covering a difference, d , between them (if there is no difference, 
the problem has been solved); establishing the Type No. 3 goal of 
reducing din a; if this is accomplished, producing c from a , establish¬ 
ing the new transform goal of changing c into b. If this last goal is 
achieved, the original Type No. 1 goal is achieved. 

The method associated with a reduce goal (Type No. 3) con¬ 
sists in searching for an operator q , that is relevant to the difference 
d; if one is found, setting up the Type No. 2 goal of applying the 
operator. 

The method associated with an apply goal (Type No. 2) consists 
in determining if the operator can be applied by setting up a Type 
No. 1 goal for transforming a into an object c(q\ that satisfies the 
conditions for an input to the operator q. (Generally, an operator 
can be applied only to objects having certain characteristics. For 
example, R6 in Fig. 2, can be applied only to a logic expression 
that has a horseshoe (=>) as its main connector.) If this is successful, 
the operator q is applied to c(q), producing a new object p(q). 



Rl 

R? 

R3 

R4 

R5 

R6 

R7 

R8 

R9 

RIO 

Rll 

RI2 










X 
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X 

Delete variobles 
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X 
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Increase number 



X 
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X 

Decrease number 



X 




X 

X 



X 

X 

Change connective 





X 

X 

X 






Change sign 


X 



X 

X 







Change grouping 




x 



X 






Change position 

X 

X 

LIZ 










Fig. 6. Logic table of connections. 


The recursive structure of the program is apparent. Transform 
goals generate Reduce goals and new Transform goals; Reduce 
goals generate Apply goals; Apply goals generate Transform goals 
and Apply goals. The additional methods that are known for 
GPS fall within this same general structure. 
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We have not yet defined the differences that are part of the 
definition of the Reduce goals, nor the notion of relevant operators. 
Specific differences and the tests that detect them are not part of 
the GPS proper but are parts of each particular task environment 
to which the program is applied. The stub of the table in Fig. 6 is a 
list of differences that may be detected among logic expressions; a 
different list might be used for trigonometry, and so on. The 
columns in Fig. 6 correspond to the operators, also specific to the 
task, in the logic task environment. The x’s in the columns indicate 
which operators, or rules, are relevant to which differences. (How 
these are determined will be explained later.) 

For example, in Fig. 2, the goal of transforming LI into L4 may 
lead to detection of a difference in position between the two 
expressions. The operator relevant to this difference (Fig. 6) is Rl. 
Thus, the goal of reducing this difference will generate the goal of 
applying Rl to LI. Since LI matches the input to Rl, the goal 
will be achieved, producing L2 and generating the new goal of 
transforming L2 into L4. Using Fig. 6 and Fig. 2, the reader can 
simulate GPS’s program in carrying through the rest of the solution 
of this particular simple problem. 

The methods just described are ways of setting up sub-goals. 
In the evaluation part of each goal are tests that allow sub-goals 
to be rejected as unprofitable, or to be delayed until after more 
profitable goals are tried. 

This is all we shall have to say about the performance program 
itself. We refer the reader to the other publications already cited, 
in which we show that GPS will, in fact, solve problems in logic, 
trigonometry, and elementary algebra, and that certain variants of 
GPS will simulate in considerable detail the behavior of humans 
performing the same tasks. 

The Learning Problem 

When GPS is solving problems in a particular task environment, 
the performance program consists of two parts: (1) GPS proper, 
the goal types and methods, which are completely independent of 
subject matter and are not modified in any way when GPS is applied 
to a new task environment; and (2) the specifications of the particu¬ 
lar task environment: its objects, its operators, and its differences. 
Within a specified environment, of course, there are many different 
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problems—proving all logic theorems or all trigonometric identities, 

for example. . ' 

Learning programs might be devised for either mam part o 
GPS. In the present paper we shall only consider programs to 
enable GPS to improve its performance in a given task environment— 
to learn heuristics appropriate to that environment. The learning 
programs themselves will be general—they are programs for learning 
about any new environment to which GPS might be applied; the 
content of what is learned, however, will be specific to a particular 
task environment. These learning programs do not change the core of 
GPS; instead, they modify the specification of the environment, thus 
making GPS more efficient in solving problems in that environment. 

Learning to characterize in an effective way the task environment 
is an important and prevalent kind of human learning. A problem 
solver who is experienced in a particular environment will notice 
features that will be unnoticed by (or even invisible to) an inexperi¬ 
enced person. The native tracker in the forest is a classical example. 

The differences fisted in Fig. 6 are features of the logic task 
environment that are effective for problem solving in that environ¬ 
ment. A problem solver who does not have available a good set 
of differences has little means for working toward his goal except 
to try, at random or by rote, different sequences of operators until 
he gets the answer. He cannot even measure progress easily, for the 
most direct clue to progress is the elimination of differences between 
the terminal expression and the expressions he has obtained. 

After the problem solver has learned to recognize and attend 
to a useful set of differences, other things remain to be learned 
about the environment. If a particular difference appears, what 
operator shall he apply to remove it? He might search the list of 
operators, again randomly or systematically, until he found one that 
affected the difference to which he attended. A more efficient pro¬ 
cedure would be to build up, once and for all, the table of connections 
depicted in Fig. 6, which indicates which operators are relevant to 
the removal of which differences. Equipped with this table, he could, 
when faced with a difference, consider only those operators from 
the entire fist that are relevant to removing this difference. 

It would be possible, in instructing a learner about a new subject, 
to teach him specifically what differences to attend to and what 
operators are relevant to what differences: to give him explicitly 
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a list of differences and a table of connections. In teaching humans 
we seldom do this. We characterize the task environment by more 
or less adequate descriptions of the objects and operators (the 
rules of the game), and perhaps guide somewhat his experiences 
with the environment. We usually leave it up to the learner to 
acquire the differences and connections inductively. We assume 
that humans are equipped with learning programs for improving 
their performance programs in these two respects. The learner is 
supposed to be able, himself, to develop a theory about the significant 
characteristics and structures of the task environment, and to 
incorporate that theory in his problem-solving program. 

In the remainder of this paper we shall discuss in some detail 
learning programs for the two aspects we have just been considering. 
The first learning problem we shall pose is: given the operators and 
the differences in a task environment, to find a good table of con¬ 
nections associating relevant operators with the several differences. 
The second problem we shall pose is: given the objects and operators 
in a task environment, and a set of basic tests for discriminating 
features of objects, to find a good set of differences for that environ¬ 
ment. The answers to both questions will take the form of proposed 
learning programs. 

These two aspects hardly exhaust the possibilities for GPS to 
learn about the particular task environment that confronts it. For 
example, GPS might learn new operators other than the set given 
it initially. It might also learn special methods that apply to sub¬ 
classes of problems. Or it might learn cheap tests to indicate when 
operators are feasible, thus short-circuiting some of the elaborate 
general machinery. 

Learning the Table of Connections 

The learning program required to build a table of connections is 
quite simple. We describe it because it illustrates a fundamental 
point about such programs. A simple bit of arithmetic performed on 
the matrix of Fig. 6 shows that the number of possible tables of 
connections is not small. There are eight differences and twelve 
rules in the logic environment, and since each rule might be relevant 
to each difference, there are 12 x 8 = 96 possible connections. 

One might use a simple trial-and-error learning scheme to build 
up the table. By simple trial and error we mean a scheme with the 
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! f° 1,owin g general characteristics. (1) Begin with an arbitrary table 
| (perhaps the one that includes ail connections). (2) Keep statistics 
| on how often each rule serves to reduce each difference. (3) Try the 
! several rules with frequencies proportional to their relative successes 
This procedure incorporates the simplest kind of mechanism of 
natural selection, to use evolutionary language, or reinforcement of 
correct responses, to use psychological language. 

Most learning programs that have been proposed for computers 
have this simple character. In some general sense, such learning 
programs will presumably “ work.” What is not clear is whether 
they will work within reasonable time limits in environments of the 
size and complexity of those we encounter in problem solving. 

Such a mechanism might work in the case before us, since the set 
of possibilities seems fairly regular and small. However, it is not 
evident that it would be efficient. More important, there is no 
reason why we should limit ourselves to such mechanisms, which 
operate entirely inductively from performance, when other infor¬ 
mation is available. In this case there is information about 
the structure of the operators which can be used to construct 

the table of connections directly, without a tedious inductive 
search. 

In the logic environment, each operator is given as a form. 
Rule 1, for example, will accept as input any expression of the form 
(A . B) and produce as output an expression of the form (B . A). Now 
by applying, in turn, the tests for each of the differences to the pair 
of objects consisting of the input and output form of the rule— 
that is, to (A . B) and (B.A )—it will be apparent that the only 
difference between output and input is in the position of the terms 
It becomes equally apparent that if Rule 1 operates on another 
expression, after the latter has been matched to the input form of 
the rule, it will change only the position of terms in the expression. 
Hence, the only difference to which Rule 1 is relevant is a difference 
in position, and the only entry we make in the first column of the 
table of connections is in the last row. 

The remainder of the table can be constructed in the same way. 
The learning program consists simply in this: consider each operator 
m turn. Apply, successively, each test for a difference to the operator. 

If the result of the test is positive, record the operator in question 
on the list of operators relevant to the given difference. The list of 
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such lists, over the whole set of differences, is precisely the table 
of connections. 

Let us summarize the analysis briefly. The problem of this 
particular learning program is to select an element from a set (the 
set of all possible tables of connections) that satisfies certain con¬ 
ditions. How the learning program can solve this problem depends 
on what information is available to it. If the program can discover 
only how the performance program behaves when a given element 
from the set is incorporated in it, then the learning program can do 
little more than search blindly and select the elements that work 
well. If other information is available, however, as in our example, 
the learning program can incorporate other processes which may be 
far more efficient than simple trial and error mechanisms. The 
important empirical question is this: When we consider the learning 
problems that arise naturally in complex intelligent systems, what 
is the nature of the information that is available ? Is it so scanty as to 
restrict learning to simple natural selection, or does it allow other, 

more sophisticated schemes? 

With this basic question in mind, we can now examine the 
second, more complex, learning situation. 

Learning a Set of Differences 

The second learning situation may be described thus: given the ob¬ 
jects and operators in a task environment, and a set of basic processes 
for detecting and discriminating features of objects, to find a good set 
of differences between pairs of objects for GPS in that environment. 

When we try to define a set of possible differences we discover 
why this learning task is both difficult and interesting. By a 
“ difference ” between two objects, we mean,' of course, some 
characteristic by which they can be distinguished. For the perform¬ 
ance program to make use of differences, these must be incorporated 
in the program in the form of tests that make the appropriate 
discriminations. For example, for the program to detect that two 
logic expressions have different connectives, there must be a test 
that compares the two connectives and records them as identical 
or different. These tests are, of course, sub-routines in the perform¬ 
ance program, and the learning program must be capable of con¬ 
structing such sub-routines—of writing at least a specialized class 
of programs. 
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Unlike the earlier situation with the table of connections, we are 
here not given the set of possible aspects in any natural way. Before 
we can discuss the learning program for differences, we must define 
a programming language from which difference programs can be 
generated. The programming language must be rich enough to 
allow adequate learning potentialities; yet simple enough so that 
the learning program can construct viable routines. And it must 
not be simply a list of differences already provided for the learner 

language * ^ ^ ^ ^ construction of such a programming 

Programming language for differences. A program to test for a 
difference must be built up out of some set of more elementary 
processes that are assumed already available to the learning program 
for assembly. Prominent among these processes will be a set of 
primitive discriminations. In some sense they must be more 
elementary than the differences eventually needed, or the suspicion 
will remain that the important learning occurred in the selection 
of these primitive notions and not in the assembly of a program 
from them. Two devices are available to avoid circularity We 
can use a very small set of primitive notions; and we can insist that 
these same notions be applicable to more than a single task environ¬ 
ment. For example, we might start with a computer machine code 
and require that all differences be programmed in it for all 
environments. 

We have tried to combine both of these criteria in a Difference 
Program Language (DPL, for the purposes of this paper). DPL 

nnLh W0 r s: ther r 1S & general part that consists of a small 
number of processes for operating on sets and lists. This part is to 

be used for all task environments, and contains no information 
about the nature of particular task environments. The second part 
consists of a list of processes particular to each task environment. 
These processes constitute basic manipulations and perceptions 
about the objects in the task environment and form the totality of 
information about the environment. This list must be given de novo 
or each environment, since we do not assume that there is a common 
field (as, in perception, the visual field) in which all objects from the 
several environments are presented. That is, we proceed as if GPS 
has a different “ sense modality ” for each environment, and hence 
must abstract from this into representations of objects belonging to 
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the general part of DPL before it can describe these objects in terms 
of common properties or conventions. 

Table 1 gives a list of processes for the environment of symbolic 
logic. The symbol, <f>, which represents the null set, is used to 
record that a test was negative or that a find process had a null 
output. Note that none of the processes of Table 1 can be omitted 
(without some equivalent replacement) if the set is to be complete 
for logic expressions. If one or more processes were deleted from 
the list, and the remaining processes were our only source of informa¬ 
tion about features of logic expressions, we could never become 
aware of the missing elements. Each process accepts only certain 
types of inputs and produces specified types of outputs, as shown 
in the figure. Besides the list of processes, a list of input and output 
types is provided. Thus c , the process that finds connectives, can be 
applied only to objects (logic expressions), and produces a con¬ 
nective, which is a symbol of a different type.* 

The general part of DPL consists of the seventeen processes 
shown in Table 2. The inputs and outputs of these processes are 
lists and sets (unordered lists) of items. With two exceptions, the 
processes treat objects of the task environment as unanalyzable units. 
Thus, the general part of the language is independent of information 
about particular task environments. One of the exceptions is the 
process B[X\ whose operand may be an object, set or list. This pro¬ 
cess replaces each component of a specified kind in the input by the 
null symbol, <f>. For example, B[c ] replaces all connectives in an 
object by <f >, so that the latter symbol now serves as a generalized 
abstract connective. Thus B[X] must be able to “ get at ” all the 
subobjects of the object on which it operates. 

The other process that requires information about the structure 
of task environment objects is D, a process that finds differences 
between pairs of objects. Since this process is of central importance, 
it deserves extended discussion. The input to D is a pair—that is, 
a list of two items, say X and F. The members of the pair (X, Y) 
may be objects or they may be sets, lists, or list structures. The 
output of D is also a pair of items, say (X\ F'), obtained as 
follows. 


* This information is implicit in the operation of the processes, and could be 
learned by GPS by a program not very different from that for learning the table 
of connections . 
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(1) X and F are put into correspondence according to their 
structure. For example, if X and Y are logic expressions, they are 
lined up with their main expressions together, left-hand sub¬ 
expressions together, right-hand subexpressions together, and so on. 

(2) Any corresponding parts of X and F, respectively, that 
are identical are replaced, in both X and F, by . <f> When this process 
has been completed for all pairs of parts of X and F, a new pair of 
objects (X\ F'), will have been obtained in place of (X, F). The 
new pair (X\ Y'), is the output of the process D. In this new pair, 
X' consists of all parts of X not belonging to F, and Y' of all parts 
of F not belonging to X. 

The processes are the elementary terms of DPL; we must also 
provide ways for compounding programs of them. Speaking 
roughly, DPL programs are sequences of DPL processes. Sequences 
of processes, each term operating on the output of the preceding 
ones, are written horizontally. The operation proceeds from right 
to left as in standard mathematical operator notation. Apart from 
simple sequences, four other combining operations are needed. 
These are indicated in Table 3. For example, the notation permits 
us to write down a set of processes as though it were a simple 
process. The output of this set is the set of outputs that would be 
produced by each of the component processes, operating inde¬ 
pendently on the input. These various modes of combination of 

Table 3. Rules of Combination 


Let P and Q be processes and X and Fbe operands. 
P. X or PX = apply P to X 
P*{X, Y} = {PX, PY } 

P*(X, Y) = {PX, PY) 

(P,Q):(X, Y) — (PX, Q Y) 

{A Q)X- {PX, QX} 

(P, Q)X = (PX, QX) 


processes are the functional equivalent, in DPL, of such features 
normally found in programming languages, as iterations, conditional 
transfers, and working storages. 

DPL consists, then, of a set of basic processes and some ways 
of combining processes. It is not a complete programming language; 
it omits several important notions, such as ordering relations and 
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recursive definition, in the interest of simplicity. However, DPL is 
adequate for constructing a rather large set of differences, including 
those we have used in the performance program of GPS for 
symbolic logic. 

Figure 7 shows, by a step-by-step analysis of an example, how 
the DPL program will find the difference between the sets of variables 
contained in two logic expressions. The input (X, Y), to the 
program is the pair of logic expressions (P Q, Q => 6). The 
parenthesis followed by the asterisk (*) indicates that the whole 
sequence of operations, R[I]vt , is to be applied to each member of 
the pair, that is, to X and to Y separately. Then, the differencing 
operation, D, is to be applied to the resulting pair of outputs. First, 


D(£[/]vf)* 

(X, Y ) 


Q>PQ) 

t* 

{Q,Q=> Q,Q), {P.P-Q.Q) 

y* 

IQ, Q), {P, Q) 

R[I]* 

{Q}, {P, Q } 

D 

m, {P) 


Fig. 7. Difference in set of variables. 


application of t to each logic expression produces, for each, a set 
whose elements are the subobjects included in the original expression 
(including the expression itself). In our example, each set produced 
by t contains three elements. Next, application of v to each of these 
sets replaces each of its elements that is compound—that is not 
a variable—by </>, and retains the variables. Next, application of 
R[I] eliminates all multiple occurrences of identical symbols—e.g. 
it reduces (Q, Q) to (Q). Finally, application of the difference, D, 
reduces the left-hand set to P and the right-hand set to <f>. This 
means, as it should, that the left expression in the original pair 
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contains the variable P, which does not occur in the right expression, 
but that all variables in the right expression occur in the left. 

The most striking characteristic of differences written in DPL 
is that they are “ abstractive.” They start with comparisons of 
the full detail, and gradually remove distinctions by successive 
application of DPL operations.* This is to be contrasted with 
normal programming tests, which are “ discriminative,” in that 
each elementary process only discriminates a very minute part of 
the object, and more and more information is built up about the 
objects by constructing a tree of tests. 

Learning situation for differences. Having described a relatively 
rich programming language having a simple structure, which 
expresses easily some kinds of differences we know to be useful, we 
can now return to the problem of how a set of differences appropriate 
to a particular task environment might be learned. The problem can 
be reformulated thus. Given the objects, operators, and list of basic 
designations for a task environment, to find a good set of differences, 

\ expressed in DPL, to be incorporated in GPS for effective problem 
! solving in that environment. 

? It would not be hard to design such a learning program based on 
f the simple trial-and-error prototype. The program would generate 
sequences of processes in DPL, and test these for their usefulness 
as differences. Because DPL has a simple structure, most such 
sequences would be viable programs, and perhaps a significant 
proportion of them might even be interpretable, in some sense, as 
differences. The learning program would incorporate such sequences, 
tentatively, in the performance program and keep statistics on their 
application in successful attempts on problems. If a difference were 
tried and found wanting, the learning program would remove it to 
make way for a new candidate. Gradually, in the fullness of time 
and with a nonhostile task environment, the learning program 
might evolve a satisfactory set of differences. 

This much can be done, but we have no reason for a priori 
confidence—or even hope—that the learning will be accomplished 


* DPL is similar in this respect to the language constructed by Selfridge and 
I Dinneen( 6 > 7 > for a pattern recognition program. Using the alternative approach 
1 Mr. Edward Feigenbaum of Carnegie Institute of Technology, in a forthcoming 
< report, describes a system of discriminative tests that comprise part of a program 
for simulating human rote learning. 







172 A. Newell, J. C. Shaw and H. A. Simon 

within a reasonable time span. The space of possible differences is 
very large, and humans guide their trial-and-error searches through 
it with a variety of heuristics. If the learning program is to operate 
in real time, it must make use of additional information in selecting 
and testing candidates for the set of differences. There is, in fact, a 
great deal of information available in the task situation, if the 
learning program can get access to it: information about the 
structure of the operators; information about the elementary 
processes of DPL; information about criteria for a good set of 
differences; information about the transformations that particular 
operators produce on particular objects in the task environment; 
and so on. The learning program might even conduct investigations 
to obtain additional information: for example, it might explore the 
designation processes in the task environment to discover their 
mutual relations. 

If it is to use such information fruitfully, the learning program 
must be intelligent—it must be a problem-solver. It is doubtful 
that a simple process, like the one we used to construct the table 
of connections, exists in this situation. A learning program that 
resembled a chess-playing or theory-proving program would have 
a better chance of succeeding. At any rate, this is our hunch: 
that an intelligent learning program will differ from a problem- 
solver, not in its structure, but only in the content of its task. 

Since GPS is a problem-solving program having pretensions of 
generality, we can try to use GPS itself as the learning program. If 
we can restate the learning problem as a problem involving the 
application of operators to objects in order to remove differences, 
then, upon presentation of a suitable goal, GPS should be able to 
work on the new (learning) problem of creating good sets of 
differences for the original task environment, and should be able to 
bring to bear on this learning problem its full repertoire of heuristics. 

The idea of using a single “ intelligent ” program to bootstrap 
itself appeals to deeply-rooted notions about the reflexiveness 
that is involved in self-organization. But the strategy has other 
attractive features. First, it provides a test of the power of GPS 
and a source of ideas for expanding its repertoire of goals and 
methods. Second, if the program for learning on a single aspect of 
performance is as large and complex as the performance program 
itself, only by using the same program in both roles can we hope 
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to keep the size of the total system within tolerable bounds. This 
argument becomes even more compelling when we consider the 
problems of learning on all the other aspects of each performance 
program. 

Our task, then, in the remainder of the paper is to attempt to 
translate this learning situation into GPS terms, and to evaluate 
the chances that GPS can handle the learning problem successfully. 
We will proceed by setting up each of several GPS task environ¬ 
ments that seem to be required, and defining the objects, operators, 
and differences in them. Our own goal, in exploring this path, 
was to create enough mechanisms to allow us to hand simulate GPS 
in the process of learning differences. Thus we could provide some 
assurance that all the essential parts had been identified. We 
achieved this, but at the cost of a large amount of detail. In the 
pages that follow we will give just enough of this detail to convey 
the general form of the solution and to allow a meaningful sketch 
of the hand simulation. Since this is not nearly enough information 
to allow anyone else to verify what we have done, we put the scheme 
forward in a very tentative spirit. 

Basic Task Environment for Learning 

From now on we will be applying GPS to several task environments. 
Since all of them will be formally similar—involving objects, 
differences, and operators—we need to label them if we are to avoid 
confusion. We will introduce two of these, the ^-environment and 
the 5-environment, at the outset. 

The A-environment. We shall call the original task environment 
(e.g. logic) the A-environment. The ^-environment will have 
j ^-objects (logic expressions), ^-operators (rules), and a list of ,4- 
designations (e.g. the test for a connective). The learning problem 
is to find a good set of ^-differences (like the set in the table of 
connections). 

The B-environment. We shall call the environment of the initial 
learning problem (to learn a good set of ^-differences) the 5- 
environment. The 5-environment will have 5-objects (sets of A- 
differences), and the learning problem is to find a 5-object that 
makes for good problem solving in the ^-environment. Our task 
is to create 5-operators (operators for creating and modifying sets 
of ^-differences), and 5-differences (tests for comparing 5-objects), 
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and to discover how to state the learning goal as a 5-goal. The 
5-differences must be independent of the particular task environment, 
the ^-environment, and must use only information derivable from 
the list of ^-designation processes, ^-operators, and samples of 
^-objects. 

Table 4. The 5-Environment 


B-Operators 

Q1 Add an ^-difference that gives + for pair X and <f> for pair Y. (A pair may 
either be a pair of objects, or the condition and product forms of an operator.) 
Q2 Modify ^-difference T to give H- for pair X. 

Q3 Modify ^-difference T to give (f> for pair X . 

Q4 Delete ^-difference T from set S. 

Q5 Add an ^-difference that gives + for pair X. 

B-Differences 

D1 The set of ^-differences not consistently defined for some pair of objects. 
D2 The set of ^-operators with no associated difference. 

D3 The set of ^-object pairs with no associated difference. 

D4 The set of non-orthogonal situations (each situation consists of an ^-object, 
a list of ^-operators, the product from applying the operators to the 
given ^-object, and the new differences between the input and output 
that are not associated with any of the operators). 

D5 The set of full ^-differences (having all ^-operators associated with them). 
D6 The set of empty ^-differences (having no ^-operators associated with them). 
D7 The set of ^-differences with more than one associated ^-operator. 

D8 The set of ^-operators with more than one associated ^-difference. 

D9 The total number of ^-differences. 

Table of connections for B-Operators and B-Differences 



Ql 

Q2 

Q3 

Q4 

Q5 

Dl 


X 

X 

X 


D2 

X 

X 



X 

D3 


X 



X 

D4 


X 

X 



D5 



X 

X 


D6 


X 


X 


D7 



X 

X 


D8 



X 

X 


D9 




X 



The 5-operators work on sets of ^-differences. They add A- 
differences to a set, delete ^-differences from a set, or modify 
existing members of a set. Since what is available to the learning 
program are samples of ^-objects and ^-operators, 5-operators are 
needed that construct ^-differences on the basis of their behavior 
for given samples—i.e. that produce ^-differences defined extension- 
ally. Table 4 gives five such 5-operators, enough for the purposes 
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of this paper. Except for Q4, each seeks to obtain an ^-difference 
that gives a specified result, + or <j>, for a specified pair of objects. 

./J 5 3 conventional symbol that means that the ^-difference 
holds ’ for the pair of ^-objects—that is, gives some non-Hull 
output.) These 5-operators are applicable to any ^-difference in 
the set, just as in logic or algebra, the commutative law may be 
applicable to several parts of an expression. The particular element 
to which a 5-operator is to be applied is determined by 5-differences 
which we shall consider in a moment, or by additional selective 
heuristics that we shall discuss in more detail a little later. Defining 
? operators b y S ivi “g the properties of the things they produce does 
not guarantee that such operators exist, or that, if found, they will 
accomplish what is wanted of them. 

i Before we consider the problem of constructing the 5-operators 
let us look at the 5-goals and the 5-differences. The highest 5-goal 
for the learning process is a criterion for a good set of ^-differences. 
Ultimately, a good set of differences is one that is effective for 
problem solving in the ^-environment. But to permit intelligent 
learning, other ways must be found to characterize good sets of 
differences, so that GPS, in its learning efforts, can evaluate the 
improvement it is achieving. * We shall provide in the 5-environment 
the following criteria of a good set of differences: 

(1) Only one or a few ^-operators should be relevant to each 
^-difference in the set. 

(2) Only one or a few differences should be associated with 
each operator. 


(3) Each operator should be relevant to at least one difference 

(4) Each pair of non-identical ^-objects should exhibit at least 
one ^-difference in the set. 


(5) The set of ^-differences should be nearly orthogonal— 
that is, if only difference D is relevant to a particular 
operator, then application of this operator to an object 
should produce only difference D between the input object 
and the output object. 

(6) An ^-difference should always give the same result when 
applied to the same ^-objects. 


* We will not consider whether GPS could itself construct the intermediate 
criteria given only the ultimate performance criteria and experience in several 
task environments. p m severai 
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The rationale for these criteria is rather simple. The differences 
are the diagnostic tests that GPS uses to determine what operators 
it should apply in a given situation. The diagnosis will be mos 
efficient if each difference points to the application of oneand only 
one operator, if each operator affects one and only one difference, 
if the effect of an operator is predictable, and if a difference is 
always detectable between nonidentical objects. In the limiting 
case with a “ perfect ” set of differences, the performance program 
would have the trivial task of finding the differences between a 
given and a desired object, and applying, m sequence the (unique) 
operators for removing the several differences. Of course, m general, 
no such perfect set of differences exists or can be found; the tasic 
of the learning program is to approximate it as closely as possible. 
Moreover, there may be more than one satisfactory set of differences. 
Any such set is a theory of the important features of the task 
environment and their interrelations. 

^-differences, in the light of this discussion of goals, are simply 
features of sets of A-differences that describe in what respect those 
sets meet or fail to meet the above criteria. Table 4 states these 
differences in measurable form, and gives the table of connections 
between the 5-differences and the 5-operators. To weld all the 
separate “reduce difference” goals in the 5-environment into a 
single effective goal, we establish a priority order of the differences, 
giving highest priority to completeness properties. (They are so 
ordered in Table 4.) GPS will be instructed to produce a set of 
^-differences, attending first to consistency and completeness 
requirements. Once these are satisfied, GPS will attempt to improve 
the set with respect to the lower-priority criteria, always returning 
to the higher criteria if these are no longer satisfied after the set 

has been modified. . A , . .. 

Let us summarize what we have said up to this point about the 
learning task. The task is defined in the ^-environment, which 
is an environment suitable for GPS. The 5-objects are sets of 
differences in the ^-environment; the 5 -operators, shown in 
Table 4, permit manipulation of these sets; and the 5-differences, 
also shown in Table 4, correspond to vanous criteria for good 
sets. The learner’s goal is not to attain a fixed, given 5-object but to 
construct a series of 5-objects in an attempt to reduce the 5- 
differences. We have left open the problem of how the 5-operators 
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are to provide differences satisfying the criteria specified. The 
5-operators assume there is some effective way of programming in 
■ DPL to Provide suitable ^-differences. We now turn to this 
problem. 

Task Environment for A-Differences 

If GPS is to construct DPL programs for ^-differences, then 
programming in DPL must be described as a GPS-type task. Again, 
we need an environment in which this task can be performed. 

The C-environment. The natural environment for the task is one 
j where C-objects are DPL programs. Then the C-operators are 
| ways of putting programs together; the C-differences are things that 
] can be noticed about programs, such as whether one contains a D 
(difference) or not, and the C-goals are set up by the 5-operators: 
to transform the basic set of programs (the given C-objects) into a 
program (a new C-object) with certain features. 

However, a different environment may be considered. Programs 
consist of sequences of subprograms—ultimately of sequences of 
the primitive DPL processes. A program takes an input and trans¬ 
forms it step by step until it finally is made into the output. This 
sequential character suggests an environment where the objects are 
the various inputs and outputs, and the operators are elementary 
DPL processes. Then the final desired program is the sequence that 
transforms an initial input to a final output. 

The situation here is exactly analogous to that in theorem¬ 
proving. In symbolic logic, for example, the problem is stated: 

Prove theorem T, given axioms A, B, - What is wanted is a 

proof. But instead of working in the space of proofs—that is, in ah 
environment where proofs are objects—one works in an environ¬ 
ment where logic expressions are objects, rules of inference are 
operators, and the desired proof is the sequence of rules that is 
applied to get from the axioms (the given objects) to the desired 
theorem (the final object).* 


* Seen in this light, the original LT program^ 5 ) was itself a program writer, 
which generated a program—the sequence of methods leading to the proof— 
that would produce logic expressions from other logic expressions. It was of 
course, an uninteresting programmer, since the product has no particular useful¬ 
ness as a program, but it provides a direct model for the present self-programming 
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We will work entirely in this latter environment, which we will 
call the ^-environment. Our reason for mentioning the C-environ- 
ment is to explain the ways in which GPS must be extended to 
work in this ^-environment. Not all the relevant information can 
be obtained by examining the inputs and outputs of programs. An 
important part of the problem-solving information comes from the 
properties of programs, viewed as objects (e.g. whether the program 
contains some task-environment processes or only general pro¬ 
cesses). Thus GPS must consider not only differences between 
inputs and outputs, but features of the sequence it is building to 
bridge the gap—that is, differences that properly belong to the 
C-environment. The situation is again analogous to theorem¬ 
proving where one may impose such constraints as finding the 
shortest proof, finding an elegant proof, or finding a proof using a 
given theorem. 

The D-environment. Let us define the D-environment more 
carefully. D-objects are the inputs and outputs of DPL programs, 
^-objects are included, since these form the initial inputs to the 
,4-differences. All the intermediate products are also included 
among the D-objects: ^-objects with parts replaced by fs (from 
£[*]), sets and lists of D-objects, the symbols <f> and +, and so on. 
No circularity arises from inclusion of the A -objects, since the only 
information available in the D-environment about the ^-objects 
is that already available to GPS for learning: the list of environ¬ 
mental processes with their input and output types as shown in 

Table 1. , ' , 

By definition, the D-operators are DPL programs: they transform 
D-objects into other D-objects. The set of D-operators includes 
all of the DPL primitive processes, as given in Tables 1, 2 and 3 
some 42 operators in all. It will be noticed that a number of operators 
contain free variables, whose values are other operators. This is 
true, for example, of the five operators of Table 3, which only 
specify ways of combining other operators. 

Beside the D-operators indicated above, we need operators that 
allow other manipulations of DPL programs than merely adding a 
new operator to the front end of a sequence of DPL operators. 
These additional operators are C-operators, properly speaking. 
However, for the simulation only two such operators were required: 
one that deleted the last D-operator of a sequence, thus going back 
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one step ; and one that deleted a D- operator satisfying certain 
conditions from the middle of the sequence.* 

The ^-differences are based partly on features of D-objects. 
GPS can only detect features of D-objects within the limits of the 
information available for learning. Considered as a D-object, an 
^-object is an unanalyzable unit, and the ^-differences must treat 
: it as such. GPS is able, of course, to examine the sets and lists of 
! objects and parts of objects that are created in the course of a DPL 
j program. Nevertheless, the features of D-objects it detects are 
! rather general. 

Type. GPS can tell whether it is working with an object, a set 
of objects, a set of sets of connectives, and so on. A glance at the 
^-operators in Tables 1 and 2 shows that Z)-operators vary 
considerably as to the type of D-object taken as input, and the 
type produced as output. 

Size. It is possible to count how big a Z>-object is, taking as the 
unit the innermost component. Thus GPS can assign size 3 to a 
list of three objects, or size 21 to a set of seven sets of three variables 
each, and so on. It cannot assign a size measure to single v4-objects, 
of course, and must treat them all as equivalent. 

Variety. It is also possible to measure the variety of a D-object— 
to count how many different things there are in the Z)-object 
This is possible because the process, D, provides a test of identity. 
Variety is a useful notion because certain D-operators, such as 
B[X], decrease the variety without changing the size of a D-object. 
Sign. Finally, GPS can determine whether a Z>-object is + or <f>. 
(Formally this can be done by applying the operator A[+] U to 
the Z>-object. This produces the output + unless the object is <f>, 
(<£, i >). .., in which case it produces </>.) 

The ^-differences are also based partly on features of the DPL 
programs that produce a Z)-object. Again, these features lead to 
C-differences, properly speaking. The features we will need are the 
following. 


♦Constructing programs by “working forward” in the ^-environment, 
at a time ’ is direct ly analogous to the way by which the 
^ompleted DPL program will carry out its information processing. This 
• i 1S a Y? 7 c . ommon human technique for programming. But this 

is not the only consideration that goes into human programming, and we suspect 
hat for programming tasks more complicated than our elementary example 
other C-operators will be needed. p * 



180 A. Newell, J. C. Shaw and H. A. Simon 

Set of environmental processes. GPS can note which of the 
processes that occur in the DPL program also occur on the list of 
environmental processes given GPS to characterize a particular 
^-environment (Table 1). 

Set of general processes. GPS can note, similarly, what general 
processes occur in a DPL program. 

Set of special processes. GPS can tell if the program contains 
some special process, like the constant operator K[X]. 

Contains a D. GPS can note whether the program contains a D 
anywhere. This is a very important feature, since this one operator 
takes a difference between two objects, and thus must be a con¬ 
stituent of every ^-difference. . 

Consistency. A number of DPL processes involve selections from 

se ts_e.g. C, which simply selects a member of the set to which 

it is applied. Which member is selected, within the constraints 
laid down by the process, is a matter of “ chance.” It often 
happens that the final output of a program is critically dependent 
on such a chancy event. Thus an ^-difference may sometimes 
give _j_ ? sometimes <f> when applied to the same pair of ^-objects. 
We assume GPS can detect such inconsistencies. 

Given these features of D-objects and DPL programs, we can 
construct D-differences, based on the ability of the various D- 
operators to change one feature into another. Instead of laying 
out the table of D-differences, which is rather large and complicated, 
we will content ourselves with indicating, as we discuss the simula¬ 
tion, those ^-differences that played an important role. 

It remains to describe the topmost 5-goals, which are set up by 
5-operators. Consider the 5-operator Q5: Add an ^-difference 
that gives -f for the pair A. In the D-environment this can be 
phrased as: Transform A into +. However, there are some 
important side conditions. First, the DPL program that transforms 
A to + must be a difference. This can be expressed by requiring the 
program to contain a D* Second, the program should not be 


* An appropriate operational definition of “ difference ” should also require 
that the two inputs to D be dependent on the two input ^-objects, and that the 
output of the program be dependent on the output of D This dependency can 
be measured structurally by drawing the oriented graph corresponding to the 
information flow through the program. Since these conditions never affected 
the simulation, we indicate them only in passing. 
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trivial. After all, the constant function will yield + if applied to an 
^-object. We can give a partial list of excluded special programs. 
Taking these points into account, a more complete formulation of 
the 5-goal corresponding to Q5 would be: Transform A into -f, 
in such a way that the transform is a difference and is not trivial. 
This goal implies a slight generalization from the form of the trans¬ 
form goal given at the beginning of the paper. There we said: 
transform object A into object B. Here we allow ourselves to require 
that additional conditions be satisfied. There is no difficulty in doing 
this, however, as long as GPS can recognize the existence of 
unsatisfied conditions and can set up differences and reduce goals 
based on them. 

A glance at the other - 6 -operators shows that similar formulations 
| hold for each one, except Q4, which has no side conditions. Q1 
requires a single transform that accomplishes two transformations 
simultaneously. This is important, since Q 1 is the 5-operator that 
brings about a discrimination. Both Q2 and Q3 require that the 
transform goal start with a partially-completed sequence, although 
modifications are allowed in this initial segment. 

The ^-environment is now complete. It differs sufficiently from 
the initial environments of GPS to require some additional 
heuristics. The need arises from the large number of 5-operators 
that satisfy various differences. This multiplicity of operators 
makes further subselection both necessary and profitable. The 
selection is accomplished in two ways: 

(1) In selecting an operator, GPS will also consider feasibility ; 
that is, it will match the input type of the operator to the 
type of the object. 

This added test will reduce the attempts to fit infeasible operators. 
This is reasonable in a situation in which feasible operators ar 0 
always available. 

(2) If more than one operator is available after selection by a 
series of criteria, then the original goal will be consulted 
and the next most important difference will be generated 
to provide an additional means of selection. 

Thus at each search for a 5-operator selection may take place on a 
number of criteria. Given this opportunity for multiple selection, 
we can influence the construction of DPL programs by adding 
further conditions to the goals set up by the 5-operators. Besides 
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requiring that the final program be an ^-difference, we can also 
require that it contain some task-environment processes, but that it 
have few of these in common with the other difference programs 
already in the set. These requirements are distinctly heuristic, for 
their aim is to bias the order in which programs are constructed. 
By giving the heuristic conditions low priority we allow their use 
occasionally as selective principles when there is lots of choice 
available, but assure that they will not override more crucial 
conditions. 

Simulation of Learning 

We have now described the task environments that will let GPS 
work on the problem of learning its own sets of differences. This 
has required a considerable amount of specification: a new pro¬ 
gramming language, and three GPS environments. And, although 
we have been fairly specific in describing the language, operators 
and differences, a number of gaps still exist. Hopefully, however, 
these are gaps of detail and the essential mechanisms have 
appeared. 

To shed some light on the question of completeness—which is 
crucial in an initial exploration—we tried to simulate the program 
by hand. We took logic as the ^-environment, for which GPS was 
to produce a set of ^-differences, corresponding to part of those m 
Fig. 6. The course of this simulation is given in Table 5. It is very 
crude. Answers to many questions of detail were created on the 
spot during the simulation. Many arbitrary selections were made, 
often without a formal scheme. 

The simulation was based on the simple example used earlier 
to illustrate GPS (Fig. 2). The four operators that were chosen, 
Rl, R2, R5, and R6, are the ones involved in that example; and 
when a sample problem was needed at step 4 of the hand simulation, 
that was the one used. 

Starting from scratch in Step 1, GPS used operator Q1 to insure 
that the resulting ^-difference would discriminate something. The 
exploration in the D-environment is shown for this goal, to find an 
^-difference that is + for Rl and <f> for R2. What occurred was 
rather simple. The initial program, consisting simply of process D , 
was obtained because of the high priority given (by the ^-differences) 
to programs containing process D. Each partial sequence, D, LD , 
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Table 5. Sketch of Hand Simulation with Logic as the 


4-Environment 

The set of ^-operators for which ^-differences are to be found is: 

Rl: AvB => BvA or A.B => B.A 
R2: A B => —B -A 

R5: AvB => — ( —A • —B) or A'B => — (—Av — B) 

R6: A => B —AvB or AvB => —A => J? 

The initial set of ^-differences is the null set* 

SO: (f> 

The set, SO, is operator incomplete (see D2 in Table 4) since none of the 
operators now have associated differences. The first goal given the i)~ 
environment is to find an ^-difference that is + for Rl and <f> for R2. The 
following exploration is conducted in the D-environment: 


/ DD (reject) 

FD (reject) /■ S[+ ]s*R(c)tLD (reject) 

X LD-+tLD->R[c]tLD-+s*R[c]tLD~+S[-]s*R{c)tLD-> 


This gives the next set, SI, of ^-differences: 




2 . 


SI: T9==^T[+]5 , [-]j* J R[c]rLZ) 


Rl R2 R5 R6 

* 4 * <j) <f> ? 


T9 is inconsistent with R6—it gives + or <f> depending on arbitrary selective 
processes The next goal in the ^-environment is to modify T9 to produce + 
tor Kb. This is accomplished, giving the next set: 




S2: Til =: S[—]s*tLD <f> + + + 

Rl is no longer covered by S2, so the next goal in the ^-environment is to 
create an ^-difference that is + on Rl and <f> on R5. This leads to the set, S3: 

o. ™ R 1 R2 R5 R6 

S3: Til = S[-\s*tLD 6 + + + 

T15 ~ A[+ ]D(l, r): D + <f> <f> + 

With S3, all operators have associated ^-differences, and all the ^-differences 
are consistent. In order to see if S3 could distinguish non-identical pairs of 
objects, the simple problem of Fig. 2, Transform S.(—P => Q) into 
(QvP).S, was attacked with the above table of connections. T15 was + for 
the pair of objects, and Rl was applied, just as in Fig. 2. However, no 
difference was found between the left side of L2 and the left side of lA 
even though they are not identical. The next problem for the ^-environment 
was to find an ^-difference that would produce 4- for this pair (— P => 6 
QvP). This resulted in the next set: ’ ^ 


S4: Til = + 2 + + 

T1 5 ~ A {+] D ( l , r)-.D + 66 + 

T20 = <f> % l J 

S4 distinguishes all the pairs of non-identical objects generated in solving the 
test problem. The simulation was terminated at this point. 




184 A. Newell, J. C. Shaw and H. A. Simon 

tLD , and so on, produced + with both R1 and R2. Therefore, 
new processes were added that “ decreased size ” or decreased 
variety ” until finally, with the addition of S [—], a program was 
produced that gave <j> with R1 and + with R2. This output was just 
the opposite of what was needed; but the discrepancy was detected 
by a “ reversal ” difference and the routine A[+] was applied to 
change the + to <j> and the <j> to +. The various branches 
that were generated but not further explored were rejected either 
because the output was identical with the input, thus indicating 
no progress, or because the outputs from both R1 and R2 were 
identical, so that the process did not discriminate between these 
two rules. 

The question of consistency, which seems a rather technical 
detail, produced the next phase of the simulation. When T9 was 
applied to R6 it sometimes gave + and sometimes <j>. When operator 
Q2 was invoked to remedy this, it produced two applications of 
C-operators. The first of these deleted R[c] from the middle of T9, 
where this process had been identified as the culprit causing the 
inconsistency. jR[c] was identified by tracing through the flow of 
information. Deletion of R[c] yielded a program (T10) that was <£ 
on R6. This discrepancy was detected by the “ reversal ” difference 
and the A[+] was stripped off the front of T10, giving Til an 
^-difference that satisfied the goal. 

The change from T9 to T11 left R1 not covered by any ^-difference. 
Q1 was again applied to get an ^-difference that would be + on Rl. 
Since a second pair of objects was needed to specify Q1 completely, 
the input and output forms of R5 were chosen arbitrarily as the 
second pair. The result of the problem-solving in the D-environment 
was T15. This test was developed in a similar manner to that which 
produced T9. However, the heuristic of choosing different task- 
environment processes for the two tests resulted in the occurrence 
of r and / as components of T15. Again the “ reversal ” difference 
accounts for the A[+] at the front of T15. 

The new set of differences, S3, had all operators covered. It was 
necessary, next, to use some ^-objects in order to test whether S3 
could discriminate pairs of non-identical objects. Using the sample 
problem of Fig. 2, a pair of objects, (—P 3 Q) and ( QvP ), was 
found that were not identical, but still yielded <j> when Til and T15 
were applied to them. This caused the next problem-solving attempt 



Intelligent Learning in a GPS 185 

in the D-environment, defined by operator Q5: to discriminate these 
two objects. T20 was found to do this. It was added to the set to 
make S4. This final set proved satisfactory for the remainder of the 
sample problem, and the simulation was terminated. If simulation 
had continued, either more problems would have been generated 
to test for object coverage and orthogonality, or some lesser differ¬ 
ences would have been tried in order to improve the discriminability 
of the table. 

CONCLUSION 

We conclude this paper by listing some observations—both 
reassuring and discomforting—on the path we have followed. 

(1) The rough simulation presents good evidence, we think, 
that we have specified the mechanisms that are essential to permitting 
GPS to work on its own learning. These mechanisms delineate at 
least one variety of intelligent learning. 

(2) A feature that stands out clearly in the program is the inter¬ 
action between the two environments, B and D, one providing the 
goals for the other. This makes good sense in the light of our 
general knowledge of computer coding. The distinctions commonly 
made between “programming” and “coding,” and between 

, “ problem-oriented languages ” and “ machine-oriented languages,” 

: may reflect the relation between the two environments. 

; ( 3 ) An interesting feature of the learning task is that the set of 

differences is a very ambiguous object. No difference can be 
completely evaluated in isolation, since the properties of the set as 
i a whole determine how effective the problem solving is. Similarly, 
j complete factorization with each operator associated uniquely with a 
I particular difference seems unattainable. Hence, the goal of obtain¬ 
ing a satisfactory set of differences, unlike GPS goals considered 
previously, is not a search for a unique specified object. This 
difficulty was circumvented by the form of the Reduce goals (D1 to 
D9), which give GPS “direction” in its learning task without 
specifying a definite final resting place. 

(4) A considerable amount of mechanism has been added to 
GPS, but none of this new mechanism seems peculiar to the learning 
of logic, and much of it, such as the additional selection mech¬ 
anism, is of the same generality and spirit as the initial version of 
GPS. 
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(5) In spite of this apparent generality, the justification for much 
of the mechanism rests on the possibility of using it for a number 
of different task environments. This possibility is quite untested, 
for all our work here has been limited to the task of logic. Although 
GPS has pretensions of being general, only two task environments 
(logic and elementary algebra with trigonometric functions) have 
been specified with sufficient precision to exhibit in detail the set 
of differences. Hence a question that occurs prior to testing this 
learning program is whether a sufficient population of environments 
can be constructed in which GPS can operate. 

(6) A more serious problem is that a general set of differences 
may possibly exist that would be effective for all environments. 
Some of the differences in the logic situation—the set of different 
kinds of things, and identity of symbols of a given class, like con¬ 
nectives—have a very basic ring. In trigonometry, the one other 
environment for which we have good information, exactly the same 
set of differences was used as for logic, with the exception of com- 
mutivity and associativity, which were incorporated in the structure 
of the objects as in normal algebraic notation. If such a “ universal ” 
set of differences existed, it might still leave the task of applying 
differences to the specific environment, but this is a task more like 
learning the table of connections than like the learning task we have 
just analyzed. Supporting this possibility is the fact that it is difficult 
to imagine how differences like commutivity could be built up from 
more elementary notions. In the simulation this is achieved by the 
A-difference T15, which compares the left-hand side of one object 
with the right-hand side of the other. 

(7) A final oddity of the present scheme was noted earlier. 
Different task environments for GPS are completely independent, 
much more so than the different task environments for a human, 
which all occur, in the last analysis, in the same real world, to be 
perceived through the same set of senses. A closer analogy to the 
human situation would result in GPS if all the task environments 
were basically analyzable by elementary programs in the general 
part of DPL. These would be programs for exploring the structure 
of objects and making tests of identity on the contents found in 
various places. Such a scheme not only seems more natural than 
the present one, but reinforces the vague feeling that there should 
exist a good set of “ universal ” differences. 
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Well, the right answer to the question is that at this moment GPS will not 
play chess because we do not know how to make it play chess. That statement 
is equivalent to the fact that we have not been able to translate chess into a 
task of exactly the form required for GPS. By “ exactly,” I mean, so that you 
can really program it and it will really run on the computer and play chess. 
This gives me an opportunity to say this, to clear up just where GPS now stands: 
GPS could really be better called GPSWP—sort of GPS with pretentions. By 

general we don t mean that GPS can solve all problems. “ General ” means 
that it is built in such a way that the specific content of the problem area is 
factored from the general problem-solving heuristics. Therefore it is capable 
of tackling a wide class of problems. I don’t know how big the class is. I can 
give you the characterizations; I can give you a specification that represents 
everything GPS needs to tackle a class of problems. Whether it will do a certain 
task effectively, or whether it can even work on it, depends on whether you can 
put the task in this form. That, at the moment, is a hard job in each individual 
case. Whether after you put the problem into this form, GPS will be able to 
solve problems well—whether there are enough heuristics to allow it to proceed— 
is a different question which we know even less about. So I can’t specify what 
range of things GPS can do—we think of adding new ones all the time. A 
colleague, Lee Gregg, at Carnegie Tech, has been exploring a switch-throwing 
concept formation laboratory task and once every two months, some of us say to 
ourselves, “Why don’t we try to make GPS do this task?” And we work 
on it for a while and it is too hard and then we drop it. So I can’t say it will 
do this task. 
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A few years ago stimulus-response conditioning models just about 
monopolized the field of psychological theory. To-day we have 
progressed to problem-solving models, a much more profitable 
approach, I think, but still not the complete story. 

Behavior that is repeated goes through three main phases; the 
first is an exploratory phase in which the organism has not had 
any previous experience with anything resembling its present 
situation, so of course it cannot have any specific goal. Then there 
is the problem-solving phase when the organism has been in similar 
situations before, and does have a goal; and finally, after frequent 
repetitions of the behavior, the organism has the correct moves by 
rote. Some situations, like chess games, are too complex ever to be 
learned by rote, but many others, from tying a shoelace to reciting 
a poem or a geometry theorem, can be learned in that way. It is 
clear that these three phases overlap to some extent; a good psycho¬ 
logical model has to be able to explain how they evolve, and how 
they are related to one another. 

The reason I singled out the problem-solving phase as being most 
worthy of investigation is that the basic principles involved in the 
other two phases do not present any outstanding difficulty. There 
are plenty of difficulties, of course, it is just that they do not concern 
the underlying principles. As you know, it is possible to design 
a machine that will explore and make its way towards or away 
from a specified stimulus, if ever it comes within range. Devices 
such as guided missiles and Grey Walter’s turtles are of this 
nature. 


* This investigation was supported by a grant, M-2455, from the National 
Institute of Mental Health, U.S. Public Health Service. 
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Pure rote learning is even less of an achievement; a tape recorder 
is much better at it than any animal. The problem with rote-learning 
models, as formulated by psychologists, has been to discover why 
only useful, or at least selected, moves are learned in this way. 
The answer to that question is undoubtedly to be found in the 
preceding problem-solving phase, which is the main reason I shall 
spend most of my time on that phase to-day. 

Before I start to construct models of any sort, though, I would 
like to spend a little time considering the fundamental neural 
processes that we must assume underlie all aspects of learning. 

SYNAPTIC CHANGES IN LEARNING 
It has frequently been pointed out that memory, in animals, 
appears to have two components which run different time courses. 
One of them decays quite rapidly, say within a minute or two, the 
other is for all practical purposes permanent. Reverberatory 
activity round nerve loops has been suggested as the mechanism for 
the first type of storage, but although the idea is theoretically 
feasible there are many practical difficulties, and some recent 
experiments initiated by Hebb seem to provide evidence against it. 

Another hypothesis that has been proposed from time to time is 
that the stimulus produces an immediate large change of synaptic 
conductivity, most of which fades away fairly quickly, leaving a 
slight permanent residue. A feature of this type of trace is that it 
might easily result in reverberatory activity as a by-product; once 
a low resistance path has been marked out by the input signal, 
impulses might continue to circulate round closed parts of the 
path for some time. In this case the reverberation is not the primary 
mechanism of storage, it can only occupy the pathways opened up for 
it, but the reverberating impulses would keep the pathway open 
for a longer time, and they would probably increase the amount 
of residual “ memory ” resulting from a single exposure to a 
stimulus. 

This hypothesis is attractive in many ways, but it suffers from the 
disadvantage that there is no satisfactory neurophysiological 
explanation for the synaptic change. The most difficult problem is 
why the change should occur only under certain conditions, i.e. 
only when the afferent synaptic knob and efferent cell body fire 
simultaneously. Some people, including myself at one time, have 
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tried to get round this difficulty by attributing the change to the 
whole of a neuron instead of to individual synapses. But this is very 
wasteful of potential storage, it divides the capacity by a factor of 
several hundred at least, and, the structure of the nervous system 
being what it is, it lands one with the additional problem of what to 
do about the hundreds of inappropriate connections that are 
acquired for every useful one. 

Returning then to the individual synaptic change idea, neuro¬ 
biotaxis (the growth of active endings towards active cell bodies) 
produces the required effect but it would certainly take too long to 
account for the immediate component, and in any case, current 
knowledge about the microstructure of the nervous system almost 
entirely rules out the possibility of such a process. Another suggest¬ 
ion is that one or other of the apposed membranes at the synapse is 
somehow rendered more sensitive if they fire together, but not if they 
fire independently. Unfortunately this does not take into account 
the fact that the part of the cell membrane under the synaptic 
knob is depolarized every time the synaptic knob fires, irrespective 
of whether the rest of the efferent cell body follows suit. The 
biochemical and electrical effects of this inevitable sub-synaptic 
discharge are so much stronger locally than anything that the more 
distant parts of the cell can contribute, that it is hard to see what 
difference it could make to the synaptic change whether the cell 
body fired or not. 

I am going to propose a mechanism that goes some way towards 
meeting these difficulties. It really doesn’t involve anything more than 
the application of well-known electrophysiological principles. The 
idea is that in those parts of the nervous system where learning can 
take place some of the synaptic knobs are initially inaccessible to im¬ 
pulses arriving along the extremely thin terminal fibrils of the axon 
(i.e. the telodendra). Only when the efferent cell is on the point of 
firing is an impulse arriving along the telodendron able to get 
through to the synaptic knob. A virgin junction between teledendron 
and synaptic knob acts as a sort of gate which can only be opened 
by currents generated by the discharge of the efferent cell body. 
Thus the only time the knob fires is when the efferent cell is depolar¬ 
ized at the same time as an impulse arrives along the afferent axon. 
What lasting change takes place at the synapse after a knob has 
fired is anybody’s guess, but at least there is a very profound 
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difference in the local conditions, depending on whether the knob 
has fired or not, to which the change can be attributed. 

Figure 1 shows how I think the gating action works. As you may 
know, when a nerve impulse reaches a point where the membrane 
it is travelling along suddenly increases in diameter there is some 



Fig. 1. The diagram illustrates a cell body with two of its synapses. The 
right-hand knob, which is not of the learning type, has just fired and the 
released transmitter substance is producing a heavy flow of depolarizing 
current through the sub-synaptic part of the cell membrane. This current 
is indicated by the large loops, one of which passes through the second, 

“ learning ” synaptic knob. The small loops of current shown at the 
junction of this knob with its telodendron are set up by an arriving afferent 
impulse. Normally the afferent impulse cannot provide the required 
current density to fire the membrane at the neck of the knob, where the 
area of the membrane suddenly increases, but when it is assisted by the 
current from the depolarized cell body the impulse gets past the critical 
point and the synaptic knob is discharged. 

danger that it will die out. The current generated by the small 
surface area has to depolarize a much bigger area, and it may not 
be quite up to the job. This is especially likely in unmyelinated 
fibers because the current is not concentrated at nodal points but 
can spread through the whole membrane. 

Blocking due to this effect has often been observed during 
experiments involving antidromic firing (i.e. firing a cell by electrical 
stimulation of the axon so that the impulse travels backward 
towards the cell). Eccles (1) gives examples of the antidromic impulse 
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failing to invade the cell body, and he even mentions that in the 
spinal cord, under some circumstances, impulses going in the normal 
direction may be blocked before reaching their synaptic knobs. 
The geometry at the junction between the telodendron and the 
synaptic knob is very similar to that at the junction of the axon 
and the cell body, on a much reduced scale, so that blocking at that 
point is by no means unlikely. 

So, if we agree that the gate could normally be closed, how is it 
opened? The figure shows two synaptic knobs ending on the cell 
body; one of them, the one on the right, is not a “ learning 
synapse, it is always effective, and the cell has just been partly 
depolarized by an impulse reaching it. The depolarizing current, 
indicated by the large loops originating in the sub-synaptic region, 
has to leave the cell through the rest of the membrane, and as the 
cell body is encrusted with synaptic knobs some of it will flow 
through them also on its way back to the active region. Where the 
current flows into the knob at the synaptic surface it will hyper- 
polarize the membrane, but where it leaves, in the region of the 
junction with the telodendron, the current will depolarize the 
membrane. It will thus assist any current from an arriving impulse 
and allow it past the critical point so that it can invade the knob.* 
Once there, the impulse will release transmitter substance and 
produce a further depolarization of the efferent cell, and thus help 
to fire it. 

An interesting corollary is that inhibitory afferents, which set up 
currents through the cell in the reverse direction, may block synapses 
that would normally conduct, thus augmenting the inhibitory 
effect by cutting off some of the cell’s input. 

If the hypothesis is correct it means that some interneural path¬ 
ways have two switching points, one at the junction of the 


* A rough calculation indicates that at the very most only 1 % of the 
depolarizing current of the cell will pass through the membrane of the synaptic 
knob; 0-1 % is a more likely estimate. The gate would have to be very delicately 
balanced to be influenced by such a small current except perhaps at the moment 
of complete depolarization of the cell. However, if the sub-synaptic membrane 
of the cell becomes permeable to potassium ions during the firing of the cell, 
the concentration of potassium below the synaptic knob could easily be increased 
by a factor of 10%, and that would produce a depolarization of several milli¬ 
volts in the knob, quite enough to help an approaching impulse past the 
critical junction. 
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telodendron with the knob, and the other at the synapse itself. Once 

i 3 j °7 r haS be6n mvaded a few times > wi th whatever assistance is 
needed from the cell, it apparently becomes easier to fire, needing 
I less assistance and finally none at all. If you want me to venture 

™ What 1 consider t0 be fairI y solid ground I might speculate 
that the gate stays open for a short time after the passage of an 
impulse because of the time it takes to repolarize the knob, or the 
cell membrane, or both. If another impulse comes along before the 
knob has completely recovered, it too would get past the junction 
and thus keep the gate open for a further length of time, and so on! 
If there were a steady stream of afferent impulses it could keep the 
gate open for an appreciable period, seconds or minutes perhaps 
Changes of a more permanent nature might be brought about by 
changes in the geometry or electrical conductivity of the surround¬ 
ings, including the adjacent glial cells. A person of moderate 
ingenuity can think up a dozen other possibilities in as many 
minutes, a sure indication that we need more data. 

I find this idea helpful because it means that the many desirable 
features of the synaptic change hypothesis that I mentioned earlier 
need not be ruled out on the grounds that they do not fit in with 
neurophysiological principles. A large immediate change of 
synaptic conductivity, followed by the required decay, is quite 
conceivable in terms of this mechanism. It is also always reassuring 
to find that you are dealing with processes that can be translated into 
electronic hardware; and, although by the time it was made to 
work a single “ neuron ” would probably take up as much room as 
the whole brain, I am sure one can be built to the foregoing 
specifications. & 


PROBLEM-SOLVING MODEL 
The next step is to show how this neural mechanism can be used 
to store information in the problem-solving organism This I shall 
try to do with the aid of Fig. 2. This figure is supposed to represent 
the nervous system, but the boxes are functional rather than 
anatomical units. However, in cases where it might make things 
clearer to some of you I shall say what part of the brain I thinV 
a box might represent (but don’t take the localizations too literally) 
It will be obvious, I think, that these are not “black boxes”,- 
what goes on in the boxes interests me very much. If it would not 
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make the diagram too messy I would be prepared to draw m the 
connections of sample neurons. 



Fig. 2. Diagram of the connections of a decision-making learning 
system. (See text.) 


The main information processing and storage networks are 
indicated by the rectangles M, C, and L. All are supposed to be in 
the cortex, and the paleocortex. M contains the cells that only fire 
when driven by some receptor activity S; they do not have enough 
feedback or closed loops to reverberate after the stimulus is removed. 
Some sorting takes place in M, as well as in the further networ s, 
by means of converging-diverging overlap of connections. This 
ensures, by a process similar to cross-indexing, that some cells are 
uniquely fired by a particular stimulus pattern, an essential pre¬ 
liminary to any further processing of the information. 

The next stage, C, is rich in internal connections; and the incoming 
connections from M, R, etc. are widely distributed throughout the 
area Whereas the activity in M does not outlast the stimulus, the 
cells'that are fired in C are able to keep firing one another for some 
time after the stimulus pattern has changed. Two main factors 
lead to the eventual decay of these reverberations; fatigue of the 
synapses whose resistance was reduced by the stimulus, and inter¬ 
ference from succeeding patterns of input, which have inhibitory as 
well as excitatory components. Miller® has pointed out that there 
is some reason to suppose that the human adult can sustain about 
seven independent traces at one time in this reverberatory state. 
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Presumably if the number exceeds this the mutual interference gets 
too severe. 

The third part of the system, L , is an additional storage space 
intended to explain the increased learning that goes on under 
conditions of reinforcement, reward or punishment. There are few 
direct interconnections from one cell to another within the system, 
but it is freely connected in both directions to the cells of C, so that 
there is ample opportunity for indirect connections between L cells 
via C cells. 

Now let us turn to the primitive organism represented by the units 
in the circles. This is the goal-seeking automaton I spoke of at the 
beginning. It can explore, or move about at random if that deserves 
the name of exploration, and when stimuli from some needed 
commodity come within range of its receptors it can descend upon 
the source and consume it. The organism is a sort of optional-goal 
guided missile. The part D represents the reward or positive drive 
system; a complex of nuclei many of which seem to be located in 
and around the anterior hypothalamus. Some of its cells are 
sensitized by deprivation of various sorts, some by sex hormones, 
carbon dioxide tension, and so on. A few of these cells may fire, or 
increase their rate of spontaneous activity in the sensitized con¬ 
dition, but the main effect is not to fire the cell but to lower its 
threshold to stimuli from an appropriate satisfier. Such an 
arrangement must be an evolutionary development; an animal that 
was attracted to water when hungry and went to sleep when short 
of water would most likely never wake up again to perpetuate 
its line. 

The punishment system, P, could perhaps be considered as part 
of the drive system having a reciprocal relation to the rest. I have 
shown it as separate from D because it is more convenient that way 
if you want to talk about approach-avoidance conflict situations, 
i.e. those in which a stimulus pattern has acquired associations 
with both reward and punishment. Another difference between P 
and at least some parts of D is that P is always fired by the 
appropriate stimuli without needing any preparation; no hormones 
or pain deprivation are needed to sensitize the punishment 
system. 

Both these drive systems are connected to the motor system R. 
This I consider to be an extensive and complicated system stretching 
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from the motor cortex through the striatum and subthalamic region 
to the medulla. It is capable of spontaneously generating activity 
which, in conjunction with feedback from the proprioceptive 
system, produces basic acts such as walking, grasping, chewing, 
sucking, breathing, and so on. The innate connections may provide 
only crude versions of these acts which can later be improved 
by learning. 

If this is beginning to sound a bit vitalistic I would point out that 
there is nothing at all mysterious about a system going into com¬ 
plicated multiple oscillations if it is provided with energy from some 
outside source. The fact that the neural oscillations of the system 
have an innate tendency to produce beneficial rather than self¬ 
destructive behavior is another achievement of natural selection, 
closely related to what I just said about the drive system. 

Now, to see how the bits of our simple automaton work together, 
suppose the random activity of R in a hungry animal brings it into 
the field of a piece of food. Immediately the activity in D increases, 
and this is reflected in an increased firing of R ; the animal continues 
to do whatever it was doing but more energetically. As long as the 
stimuli from the food keep increasing in intensity the animal will 
keep going, but as soon as they decrease, that particular activity of R 
will be attenuated and may stop. (Adaptation and fatigue in 
neural systems differentiate the transmitted signal with respect to 
time like a series capacitance in an electronic circuit, so the activity 
in R may follow the change of intensity of the food stimuli rather 
than their absolute value.) 

As soon as the ongoing activity of R falls to a low value another 
mode of activity will take its place, and if this new activity produces 
a random movement which increases the stimuli received from the 
food again, it will increase the feedback from D to R and that 
response will be maintained as long as it works. In this way anything 
the animal does which brings it towards the food (or makes the 
food stimuli stronger) will be vigorously pursued, and anything 
which reduces the stimuli will be abandoned. Such behavior would 
almost always result in eventual contact with the food, at which 
point other reflexes take over. If the animal runs into any trouble 
on the way, the P system will be fired and it will immediately stop 
the current R activity, replacing it with a withdrawal reflex or other 
defensive reaction. 
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So the mechanism represented by the outside track of the diagram, 
through S, D , P, and R can bring the animal to what it needs and 
keep it out of trouble; but only very inefficiently, and only if the 
environment is well stocked with the necessities of life. If random 
exploration will not bring it within smelling distance of food before 
it is too weak to search further, the simple animal has had it. Our 
learning boxes, Af, C, and L can be considered to provide an alter¬ 
native feedback path within the organism which can function when 
the feedback path through the environment is broken, i.e. when the 
goal is out of range of the animal’s receptors. This alternative path 
is the one from R through C to D and back to R again. Of course, 
it doesn’t do any good unless the right information is stored in the 
networks. 

Very briefly what happens if all goes well is that some activity 
that could lead to a response starts up in R and is fed into C where 
it interacts with the information stored there, and with the current 
input, S. If this combination in C evokes associations with D, or 
P, it will stir up activity in those boxes. Any R activity that increases 
the firing in D in this way has a much better chance of building up 
: into an overt response than others (just as it would have been 
i intensified if it had increased the firing in D by bringing the animal 
physically nearer to food). 

Now we come to the real problem of learning, how the connections 
are established in the various networks by experience. I follow 
Hebb in assuming that such learning occurs in two stages, an initial 
stage of building up cell assemblies (i.e. patterns of neural connect¬ 
ions that represent frequently occurring stimulus and response 
j patterns), followed by a second stage in which the cell assemblies 
acquire connections with one another in accordance with sequences 
of environmental events. 

I have already stated that when a stimulus is presented it fires 
cells in M , which stop as soon as the stimulus is withdrawn, and in C , 
where the activity persists by means of connections between the 
affected cells. These interconnections have synapses of the 
“ learning ” variety, so that paths which were unavailable before 
the stimulus was presented can afterwards conduct impulses freely 
for a time. Thus a group of cells fired by a stimulus can keep itself 
firing in a reverberatory manner, and the synapses involved become 
a little more easily traversed ever afterwards. If the same stimulus 

o 
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(or others similar enough to fire a lot of cells in common with it) 
is presented repeatedly, the internal connections of the group of 
cells it fires will become permanently effective; the interlinked 
group is then a cell assembly. This does not mean that reverberations 
continue indefinitely in the assembly, it merely means that a stimulus 
that only reaches a fraction of the cells in the group will henceforth 
be able to trigger off the complete reverberation. In other words, 
just a part of the original stimulus would be an adequate stimulus 
after a cell assembly is formed; or, more important from the point 
of view of further learning, if a number of the cells of one assembly 
acquire connections from another assembly, the reverberation of 
the second might be adequate to trigger a reverberation of the 
whole of the first. It is not difficult to see how such interconnections 
between assemblies could be acquired. Any learning synapses from 
cells in one assembly on to cells in another will have a finite prob¬ 
ability of being opened up if the two assemblies are reverberating 
at the same time. 

I am afraid I now only have time to give a compressed and 
sketchy example of the way specific associations are acquired, and 
then used in later performances. Exploration can be considered 
as a sequence of R's interspersed with changes of S. S 0 followed 
by R ± leads to ; then the next response R 2 leads to S 2> etc. The 
R's occur at random as a result of the operations of the motor 
system, the S 's are contingent on the environment. The reverbera¬ 
tions that build up in C during all this soon get very complicated, 
but at the start the cell assembly S 0 will acquire connections with 
the activity fed into C from the activity R l9 and the pair of them 
will acquire connections with the assembly for S x when it appears. 
Eventually the animal reaches a stimulus that fires D , and the auto¬ 
matic goal-seeking mechanism takes over. When D fires it brings 
in a lot of cells in L that were not firing before, and provides a 
great many more opportunities for links between any reverberations 
there may be in C. These reverberations also acquire connections 
to the cells fired in D by the satisfying stimulus. 

Later, if the animal ever finds itself in a situation where the 
deprivation is the same as before (i.e. the same D cells are sensitized) 
and the stimulus pattern arouses one of the cell assemblies that was 
reverberating when the satisfying stimulus appeared, that cell 
assembly will increase the firing of D. If the activity in R now 
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happens to adopt the pattern it had on the previous occasion it 
will activate more assemblies in C that have connections with D 
and so produce a further increase; then the feedback from £ to ^ 
will raise the activity there to the level of an overt response. Other 
modes of R activity may decrease the activity in D by interfering 
with the reverberations in C that have associations with D . Thus, 
ok the average , any mode of activity that R adopts that is different 
from the one that previously led to the reward will be less likely 
to become an overt response. The bias in favor of the previously 
successful response may be slight but it must eventually pay off m 
an increased frequency of that response. 

Waiting for the right R activity to come along is very time consum- 
ing and inefficient. It would be better if the R system could be 
joggled into producing the right activity straight off when the 
appropriate stimulus came along * The connections that do this 
must not be acquired too readily or we shall run into the danger 
of witless stereotypy that we hoped to avoid by abandoning the 
simple S-R formulation. However, as you can see, the problem¬ 
solving phase generates a higher than chance frequency of correct 
responses, so that if there is slow S-R learning on a frequency 
basis (via the path shown from C to R on the slide) some of the 
cells involved in the correct response activity will eventually get 
connected to the cell assembly for the stimulus that most often 
precedes it. Then the animal will no longer have to wait for long 
periods at a choice point until its R box grinds out an acceptable 
pattern of response activity (or, as we are apt to say, it makes up 
its mind what to do); the stimulus will bias the R system m the 
direction of the most frequently made response. 

Notice however, that when the activity is started in R by this 
means it still has to be passed by the C, D and P circuits. The 
stimulus, as it were, suggests the response that should be given 
priority of consideration, but if the animal is not hungry, or got 
a bad shock last time it made that response, the “ suggested 
R activity may still not become an overt response. 


*1 was reminded at the Conference that the desirabdity of this feature 
was first suggested to me three or four years ago by Dr Minsky. As I 
remember, neither of us was able to fit it into the model I was grappling 
with at the time. 
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SUMMARY 

To sum up, this relatively simple model can thus explain in a 

atttUhS* ^ the r three PhaS6S of learning that 1 numerated 
ginning, exploration, problem-solving, and rote learning. 

„ Jj pUr . e ex P Ioratl °n and rote-learning phases require no elaborate 
xplanations; both can be reproduced by machines operating 

TJJ rZ T Cip,eS ’ and there is enough evidence to make 
The m hT ^ the “T 0US SySt6m COUld employ similar Principles. 
Inlnrl? n§ P ^ beSt be s «mmarized as vicarious 

exploration; response tendencies being sampled until one comes 

along that increases the associations with the reward system (or 

SnlT a assoclations with the Punishment system in avoidance 
training) and this response is then emitted. 

I based the model on a neural mechanism of learning in which 
ineffp specialized “learning” synapses are initially completely 
ineffective, but can be switched to complete effectiveness if the 

nrlp! y t £y end is strongly de P°i ar ized. If an impulse 

ves at the synapse at such a time it traverses it and leaves it in a 
completely conducting state for a short time. Each time the synapse 
conducts it stays m the conducting state longer, and needs some- 
what ess depolanzation of the efferent cell body to open it up again 
after the transient conducting state has decayed. * 

It is my hope, of course, that the model I have described uses the 
Sa “ e Sf“ e ral Principles as the brain; but even if it does not I think 
it should still work. If it were practical to assemble the enormous 
storage capacity (about 10- bits I believe in the human), and 
^ pend enough time adjusting the numerous parameters, I think 

it would be possible to construct a rational machine along the 
lines of the model. 
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discussion 

Da we ( Office of Naval Research)' I would like to raise the Question of the 

?he re n ^n°l ™ erberatto S <*cuit as tee mechanisirT for memory* traces 6 
The reason I ra,se th.s question is that Lyman, a number of yeaTIgo ^d 
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Stonehauser more recently, has shown in hibernating mammals the elcctro- 
encephalogram disappeared entirely in hibernatmg anrmals. Doesnt thts 
onaapdt that memory may be a chemical change. , T 

Milner* Yes I think I explained that the reverberatory trace, m as much a 
amusimT it iHs a very short-term process, and it may be that tins holds the 
information long enough for a chemical or other change to take place I think 
T mendoned °that Hebb has done some experiments (to be reported at the 
Montevideo symposium on Brain Mechanisms and Learning in August) which 
^owthft vou never get a pure reverberatory trace. It always leaves some residue. 
Xsmlatt I would like to pose a question for comment Fairly early in 
your discussion you indicated that you considered it essential thatthere besets 
of cells uniquely fired by each possible stimulus that might be presented. Ther 
vervlittle biological evidence that cells exist which are uniquely 
fired in this fashion. Moreover, we have several modeL now includuig my own, 
in which this is shown not to be an essential feature of the system. 

I would not be so critical on this particular point except it seems to me t a 
the inferences about the behavior of the cell assembly with respect to being fire 
hv nar r of adeauate stimuli after the thresholds are lowered falls very much m its 
loeical characteristics on this assumption that the cell assembly m the first place 
SI "ffiiat respond to particular stimuli. If 

nrooressivelv admittedly part stimuli do become sufficient to tire me ceil 
assembly,^but at the same time any new stimulus which embodies ^ 
becmme sufficient and the population of sufficient stimuli mcreases in a geometric 

kft'seems to me at the same time you are making the 

to fir in 2 bv oart stimuli you are simply broadening it out so if it is fired by a much 
wiSopulat onStimuli than could fire it in the first place, that most members 
S ffiis P population will be quite irrelevant as against the originally sufficient 

Stl MiLNER' I was really not proposing to discuss the problem of perceptual 
learning to-day but I do have some ideas about this that are not quite the same as 
vnnrs T think Shall we leave it until later ? 

Newell: There seems to be two things going on here. One is a l set of mmms 
about basic building blocks, if I can use that word, and the other is to build 
Hup to a functional organization that we hope will solve omwonderTf vou 
able to follow it close enough to answer my own question and I wonder it you 
have done some thinking along the line of what alternative realizations there 
Sd he at Z factional level so one could test the adequacy-not worrying 
atout the bufidi“cks afthe moment, but even assuming in some sensp you 
could just store some information the way you were talking 
tmino to radically different representatives of this so you could see the functional 
SulrofttokTnTof a model, say at the level of the GPS or the programs 

We Z^UnforZately, I know really nothing about computers orprogram- 
ins so I am at a disadvantage when it comes to simulation of that sort l have 
worked this out much more elaborately just on paper, the question of what 
■ would happen in^ 1 very simple situation, and under these simple conditions. 

: Tsims to work as far as I can see, semi-intuitively. I wouldn’t mind ff some- 
{ body tried to simulate this more formally in a cleaner way, but I haven t done 1 

1 FMs, New York): I wonder if you would say 

something about the kind of sorting you are doing m box Ml 



204 


P. M. Milner 


answere/better^hi^afternoon if wehave 1 r° ne f?, p . roblems that might be 


respond only to one 
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In an august group such as this—august not with age and past 
distinction—august rather with youthful vigor, mathematical 
sophistication, and status as the creators of a new and esoteric 
discipline—in an august group such as this, I can only speak with 
comfort by first avowing my own position as an outsider. I am an 
old-fashioned psychologist, still preoccupied with the chronic 
problems of psychology, problems that first separated psychology 
from philosophy, that opposed E. L. Thorndike and William 
McDougall in 1900, and that have more recently opposed behavior¬ 
ism and gestalt psychology. The source of my presumption in being 
willing to address you at all comes from my conviction that from 
your hands, that is, from servomechanism theory and machine 
simulation of mental processes, are coming the most promising 
resolutions of these traditional problems. 

The particular facet of psychology which I wish to represent to¬ 
day can be designated “ the comparative psychology of knowledge- 
processes.” This activity was first prominent prior to the clean 
break between psychology and philosophy, as epitomized in the 
work of James Mark Baldwin. The subsequent departmental 
separation of the two fields was accompanied by an almost total 
cessation of such endeavour. Philosophers were left in temporary 
monopoly of all aspects of the problem of knowledge, but on their 
part came to reject the greater part of the task*, logicians combatted 
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“psychologism” in logic along with combatting the once con- 
commitant faith in a single correct logic which would describe 
man’s thought processes. The analytic philosophers have by and 
large tended to reject as a proper philosophical task the whole 
problem of induction, once satisfied that they could not solve it 
deductively. Into the area of neglect thus created, psychologists 
have recently begun to move again. It is no accident that the 
pioneers in this direction, such as Piaget (1950) and Lorenz (1943, 
1951), have been men who have also recognized psychology’s need 
for the contributions of cybernetics. 

My own efforts along this line have employed the general tactic 
of comparing knowledge processes at varying levels, looking both 
for parallels in process and for differences (Campbell, 1959). For 
example, monocular visual cues have been employed in one instance 
to suggest operational indices of the degree to which an aggregate 
of persons constitute a social entity (Campbell, 1958) and, in another 
instance, binocular parallax has been used to suggest a criterion for 
the convergent and discriminant validity of psychological tests 
(Campbell and Fiske, 1959, as interpreted in Campbell, 1959). My 
theme to-day deals with a less romantic source of parallels than 
vision provides, a simpler process which is much more fundamental 
and primitive. And while my remarks are perhaps most appropri¬ 
ately addressed to my fellow psychologists, there is one sense in 
which they may be appropriate here: the major inspiration for my 
theme of to-day has come from your ilk, and presenting these remarks 
here constitutes something on the order of a feed-back, enabling 
you to sample your influence in the underdeveloped areas of science, 
and to estimate the noise of the channel when the communication 
of your message has been dependent upon words , unsupported by 
either mathematics or hardware. 

As used here, the genus knowledge processes includes both self¬ 
organizing systems and systems whose adaptive reorganization is 
achieved by other means. The higher knowledge processes represent 
self-organizing systems. On the other hand, in the category of self¬ 
organizing systems there is included more than knowledge processes. 
But all self-organizing systems in which the reorganization proceeds 
in the direction of a better fit to an external environment would be 
included as knowledge processes. Within the arena thus delimited, 
this paper will work toward these general conclusions: 
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1 A blind-variation-and-selective-survival process is fund^- 

mental to all inductive achievements, to all genome increas 
m Swidge, to .0 increases in fit of system ■» 

ment. . . 

2 The processes which shortcut the full blind - var ‘" 
and-selective-survival process are in themselves inductive 
achievements containing wisdom about the environmen 
achieved* originally by a blind-variation-and-selective-survival 

process. 

3 In addition, such substitute processes contain in their own 

operation a blind-variation-and-selective-survival process at 

some level. 

Were this a group of psychologists or philosophers, this dogmatic 
pronouncement could be counted on to provoke some disagreement, 
particularly by the time it has been extended to encompass creative 
intellectual achievements. Even among you, my acceptance and 
extension of the position outlined by Ashby in his Design for a 
Brain must make me responsible for the practical inadequacies of 

hi Betw?n n a modern experimental physicist and -me wru^pe 
ancestor there has been a tremendous gam m knowledge about the 
environment. In bulk, this has represented inductive achievements 
expansions of knowledge beyond what could be deductively derived 
from what was already known, “break-outs” from the limits of 
available wisdom. If such expansions had represented wise anncipa- 
tionf they would have been exploiting full or partial knowledge 
already achieved. Thus the real gains must have been the pr° u c 
of explorations lacking foresight or prescience, and m this sense 
blind or stupid. The successful explorations were m originas 
blind as those which failed, and the difference between them due 
to the nature of the environment, the difference between them 
once encountered, representing a gam in wisdom about the 

^TheOeneral model for such inductive gains is that underlying 
trial-and-error problem solving and natural selection in evolution 
(Baldwin 190of Ashby, 1952; Pringle, 1951). Three conditions are 
necessary: a mechanism for introducing variation, a con J ste ^ 
Son process, and a mechanism for preserving and reproducing 
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the blind variation and selective survival of mutant individual^ 

In terms of the three requirements, variation is provided y ^ 
mutations, selection by the somewhat consistent or knowable 
vagaries of the environment, and preservation and duplication 
by S the complex and rigid order of chromosome mitosis. Bisexuality, 
heterozygosity, and meiotic cell division represent a secondary inven- 
S3 to efficiency or to t.ocec tooogh increasing to 

shifts. The selection and preservation processes remain the same.'f 
ubiquity of bisexuality, its several independent inventions, and 
multifarious elaboration of the theme, all speak to its tremendous 
usefulness. If we were to consider the species or the gene-pool o 
the breeding group as the “ system,” then these are self-organizing 

Pr If '"out focus to-day is upon more sharply bounded ^titles, we 
must look to higher evolutionary developments which shift a p_ 
of the locus of adaptation over to processes occurring wi 
single organism. Numerous such processes exist, each not only a 
device for obtaining knowledge, but also representing S en ® ra 
wisdom about environmental contingencies achieved throi8 
organic evolution, making possible more efficient achievement of 
“ local ” knowledge. One of the most primitive of these is exploratory 
; locomotion^described in the protozoa by Jennings (1906) -d accep¬ 
ted as a model for Homeostat by Ashby (1952). Forward locomotion 
persists until blocked, at which point direction of locomotion is 
varied blindly until unblocked forward locomotion is again possible. 
The external physical environment is the selection agency, e 
preservation of discovery is embodied in the preservation of the 
, unblocked forward movement. At this level, the organism has 
“discovered” that the environment is discontinuous, consisting 
of penetrable regions and impenetrable ones, and that lm P® netr ‘ 
ability is to some extent a stable characteristic-it has learned that 
it is a better strategy to try to go around than to wait until one can 

m IiTs o^faf U animals without distance receptors, such as paramecia 
and earthworms, can learn through contiguity, the specieshas 
already learned that there is some event-contingency stability in 
the environment. In the degree to which such processes are useful, 
■i there is a discovery of slower transformation processes on the part 
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advantage is taken of diffuse electromagnetic waves made available 
i from external sources. Consider first a pseudo-eye consisting of 
but a single photo receptor cell. (Such a device has been distributed 
for use by the blind in which a photocell output is transformed into 
a variable pitch sound.) With such a device, blind scanning as in a 
radar system is essential. Brightness contours can be located and 
fixated by continual crossing, as in a “ hunting ” control process. 
To conceive of such an eye as a blind searching device substituting 
for a more costly blind locomotion in the explored directions is not 
difficult. The eyes of insects and vertebrates and the higher cephalo- 
pods differ from such a device by having multiple photocells, 
making possible selective reflection from objects in multiple direct¬ 
ions at once. Each receptor cell can be conceived of as exploring 
the possibilities of locomotion in a given direction, the retina 
collectively as thus exploring the possibilities of locomotion in a 
wide segment of potential directions for locomotion. Except as the 
eye is aimed by other sources of knowledge, these possibilities have 
been made “ blindly ” available without prescience or insight 
(Campbell, 1956&). For the “blindness” of an eyeless animal 
there has been substituted a process so efficient that we use it naively 
as a model for “ direct,” unmediated knowing. But the process is 
still one of blind search and selective survival, in the sense employed 
in this paper. 

Vision is a very complex and marvelous mechanism, and the 
brief presentation here does not do justice even to the random 
search components involved. Hebb (1949) has well documented the 
active search of eye movements, correcting the model of the inactive 
fixed-focus eye which is implicit in both Gestalt psychology and 
conditioning theory. Riggs (Riggs, Ratliff, Cornsweet and Corn- 
sweet, 1953; Riggs, Armington and Ratliff, 1954) and Ditchburn 
(Ditchburn, 1955; Ditchburn and Fender, 1955) have documented 
the essential role of the continuous low amplitude scanning provided 
by “ physiological nystagmus ” or “ fixation tremor.” Platt (1958) 
has provided a brilliant analysis of the role of a blind “ rubbing ” 
process, his “ lens-grinding ” model for the achievement of visual 
acuity and spatial representation in a visual system containing 
unaddressed elements. These and other considerations convince 
me that although vision represents the strongest challenge to the 
generality of a blind-variation-and-selective-survival process, it is 
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not in fact an exception. These brief comments have not fully 
justified this conclusion, however.* 

Taking these echo-location and visual exploratory processes 
collectively, several general aspects can be noted: all exploit a 
specific and limited coincidence, i.e. that objects impenetrable by 
organismic locomotion also are opaque to, or reflect, certain wave 
forms in the acoustical and adjacent frequencies and in the bands 
of electromagnetic waves of the visual and radar spectra. It is this 
coincidence, unpredictable upon the basis of the prior knowledge 
available to the more primitive organisms, which makes possible 
such marvelously efficient shortcuts. While phenomenologically 
vision is more “ direct ” than other knowledge processes, it is seen 
in this perspective as an indirect, substitute process. As in all 
substitute knowledge processes, the effectiveness is limited by the 
accuracy of the coding process, i.e. the translation terms between 
one level and another. Such coding is never exhaustive (Platt, 1956). 
It always involves abstraction, and along with this some fringe 
imperfection and proneness to systematic error (Campbell, 19586). 
It must finally be checked out and corrected by overt locomotion. 
Its efficacy is limited by the relevance of the coding to the more 
fundamental level of behavior for which it is a substitute. This 
relevance was itself initially tested out by a blind-variation-and- 
selective-survival process at the level of organic evolution or early 
childhood learning. (Species differ in this regard.) The phenomenal 
directness of vision tempts us to make vision prototypic for knowing 
at all levels, and leads to that chronic belief in the existence of 
“ direct ” and “ insightful ” mental processes which it is a major 
purpose of this paper to deny. 

CREATIVE THOUGHT 

Creative thought provides the next level knowledge-process for 
the present discussion. At this level there is a substitute exploration 
of a substitute representation of the environment, the “ solution ” 
being selected from the multifarious exploratory thought-trials 
according to a criterion substituting for an external state of affairs. 
In so far as the three substitutions are accurate, the solutions when 

* Thurstone (1924) provides an undetailed interpretation of perception as a 
substitute trial-and-error process, in a book which in many ways anticipates the 
contributions of cybernetics to psychology. 
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put into overt locomotion are adaptive, leading to intelligent 
behavior which lacks overt blind floundering, and is thus a know¬ 
ledge-process. To include this process in the general plan of blind 
variation and selective survival, it must be emphasized that the 
internal emitting of thought-trials one-by-one is “ blind,” lacking 
prescience or foresight. The process as a whole of course provides 
“ foresight ” for the overt level of behavior, once the process has 
blindly stumbled into a thought-trial that “fits” the seiection 
criterion, accompanied no doubt by the “ something clicked, 

“ Eureka ” or “ aha-erlebnis ” that marks the successful termination 

of the process. t 

To-day, we find the blind-variation-and-selective-survival model 

most plausibly applied at the levels of organic evolution and trial- 
and-error learning of animals. Historically, however, the phrase 
“ trial-and-error ” was first used to describe thinking by Alexander 
Bain as early as 1855, two years before Darwin’s publication of the 
doctrine of natural selection. Not only for historical interest, but 
also to further develop the psychology of creativity, the following 

quotations from him are provided: 

“ Possessing thus the material of the construction and a clear 
sense of the fitness or unfitness of each new tentative, the operator 
proceeds to ply the third requisite of constructiveness—trial and 

error _ ... to attain the desired result-The number of trials 

necessary to arrive at a new construction is commonly so great 
that without something of an affection or fascination for the 
subject one grows weary of the task. This is the emotional con¬ 
dition of originality of mind in any department.” (Bam, 1874, 
p. 593.) 

“ In the process of Deduction.... The same constructive 
process has often to be introduced. The mind being prepared 
beforehand with the principles most likely for the purpose... 
incubates in patient thought over the problem, trying and rejecting, 
until at last the proper elements come together in the view, and 
fall into their places in a fitting combination.” (Bain, 1874, 
p.594.) 

“With reference to originality in all departments, whether 
science, practice, or fine art, there is a point of character that 
! deserves notice. ... I mean an Active turn, or a profuseness of 
energy, put forth in trials of all kinds on the chance of making 
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UC ^i j t!^ S Nothing less than a fanaticism of experimentation 
could have given birth to some of our grandest practical combina¬ 
tions The great discovery of Daguerre, for example, could not 
have been regularly worked out by any systematic and orderly 
research; there was no way but to stumble upon it.... The 
discovery is unaccountable, until we learn that the author 
got deepty involved in trials and operations far removed from 
the beaten paths of inquiry.” (Bain, 1874, p, 595 .) 

Ernst Mach was another great nineteenth century thinker about 
thinking who emphasized this model. We here to-day remember 
him most as a psychologist-physicist-philosopher who contributed 
to the present-day positivistic recognition of the hypothetic character 
of our constructions of the world and who made clear to young 
instem the empirical presumptions involved in physicist’s assump¬ 
tions of a Euclidian space. But when, at the age of 57 , in 1895 he 
was called back to his alma mater the University of Vienna' to 
assume a newly created Professorship of the History and Theory of 
Inductive Slcience, he chose a quite different theme for his inaugural 
address. His title was “ On the part played by accident in invention 
and discovery. ’ The occasion indicates the importance he gave to 
the message, and indeed, his paper is a neglected classic in the 
psychology of knowledge processes. These quotations will further 
reinforce the model of creative thought being presented, and make 

it clear that it was available before the days of machine simulation 
of thinking: 

The disclosure of new provinces of facts before unknown, 
can only be brought about by accidental circumstances ” 
(Mach, 1896, p. 168.) 


In such [other] cases it is a psychical accident, to which the 
person owes his discovery—a discovery which is here made 
deductively ” by means of mental copies of the world, instead of 
experimentally/’ (Mach, 1896, p. 171.) 

“ After the repeated survey of a field has afforded opportunity 
or the interposition of advantageous accidents, has rendered 
all the traits that suit with the word or the dominant thought 
more vivid, and has gradually relegated to the background all 
things that are inappropriate, making their future appearance 
impossible; then from the teeming, swelling host of fancies which 
a free and high-flown imagination calls forth, suddenly that 
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particular form arises to the light which harmonizes perfectly 
with the ruling idea, mood, or design. Then it is that that 
which has resulted slowly as the result of a gradual selection, 
appears as if it were the outcome of a deliberate act of creation. 
Thus are to be explained the statements of Newton, Mozart, 
Richard Wagner, and others, when they say that thoughts, 
melodies, and harmonies had poured in upon them, and that they 
had simply retained the right ones.” (Mach, 1896, p. 174.) 
Poincare (1908, 1913) in his famous essay on mathematical 
invention presents a point of view which is also judged to be in 
agreement (although Hadamard, 1945, has not interpreted it as so). 
He first gives an example in imagery: 

“ One evening, contrary to my custom, I drank black coffee 
and could not sleep. Ideas rose in crowds; I felt them collide 
until pairs interlocked, so to speak, making a stable combination. 
(1913, p. 387.) 

Poincare feels that it is rare for this blind permuting process to 
rise into conscious awareness, and that as a rule only the successful 
selected alternatives enter consciousness. The level of consciousness 
involved is of course not crucial to the model here presented. The 
restraints on complete randomness imposed by Poincare are 
acceptable under the general model as representing the application 
of prior knowledge. Because of the relevance of Poincare s com¬ 
ments, and because Hadamard (1945) has cited him in opposition 
to the accidentalist position while he is read here as favoring the 
selective-survival version of it, these longish excerpts are read 
into the record: 

“ It is certain that the combinations which present themselves 
to the mind in a sort of sudden illumination, after an unconscious 
working somewhat prolonged, are generally useful and fertile 
combinations, which seem the result of a first impression. Does 
it follow that the subliminal self, having divined by a delicate 
intuition that these combinations would be useful, has formed 
only these, or has it rather formed many others which were 
lacking in interest and have remained unconscious? 

“ In this ... way of looking at it, all the combinations would 
be formed in consequence of the automatism of the subliminal 
self, but only the interesting ones would break into the domain 
of consciousness. And this is still very mysterious. What is the 
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cause that, among the thousand products of our unconscious 
activity, some are called to pass the threshold, while others 
remain below ? Is it a simple chance which confers this privilege ? 
Evidently not; among all the stimuli of our senses, for example, 
only the most intense fix our attention, unless it has been drawn 
to them by other causes. More generally the privileged uncon¬ 
scious phenomena, those susceptible of becoming conscious, are 
those which, directly or indirectly, affect most profoundly our 
emotional sensibility.” (1913, p. 391.) 

“...we reach the following conclusion: The useful com¬ 
binations are precisely the most beautiful, I mean those best 
able to charm this special sensibility that all mathematicians 
know, but of which the profane are so ignorant as often to be 
tempted to smile at it. 

“What happens then? Among the great numbers of com¬ 
binations blindly formed by the subliminal self, almost all are 
without interest and without utility; but just for that reason they 
are also without effect upon the esthetic sensibility. Consciousness 
will never know them; only certain ones are harmonious, and, 
consequently, at once useful and beautiful. They will be capable 
of touching this special sensibility of the geometer of which I 
have just spoken, and which, once aroused, will call our attention 
to them, and thus give them occasion to become conscious. 

“ This is only a hypothesis, and yet here is an observation 
which may confirm it: when a sudden illumination seizes upon the 
mind of the mathematician, it usually happens that it does not 
deceive him, but it also sometimes happens, as I have said, that 
it does not stand the test of verification; well, we almost always 
notice that this false idea, had it been true, would have gratified 
our natural feeling for mathematical elegance. 

“ Thus it is this special esthetic sensibility which plays the role 
of the delicate sieve of which I spoke, and that sufficiently explains 
why the one lacking it will never be a real creator. 

“ Yet all the difficulties have not disappeared. The conscious 
self is narrowly limited, and as for the subliminal self we know not 
its limitations, and this is why we are not too reluctant in supposing 
that it has been able in a short time to make more different com¬ 
binations than the whole life of a conscious being could encompass. 
Yet these limitations exist. Is it likely that it is able to form all 
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the possible combinations, whose number would frighten the 
imagination? Nevertheless that would seem necessary, because 
if it produces only a small part of these combinations, and if 
it makes them at random, there would be small chance that the 
good , the one we should choose, would be found among them. 

“ Perhaps we ought to seek the explanation in that preliminary 
period of conscious work which always precedes all fruitful 
unconscious labor. Permit me a rough comparison. Figure the 
future elements of our combinations as something like the hooked 
atoms of Epicurus. During the complete response of the mind, 
these atoms are motionless, they are, so to speak, hooked to the 
wall; so this complete rest may be indefinitely prolonged without 
the atoms meeting, and consequently without any combination 
between them. 

“ On the other hand, during a period of apparent rest and 
unconscious work, certain of them are detached from the wall 
and put in motion. They flash in every direction through the 
space (I was about to say the room) where they are enclosed, as 
would, for example, a swarm of gnats or, if you prefer a more 
learned comparison, like the molecules of gas in the kinematic 
theory of gases. Then their mutual impacts may produce new 
combinations. 

“What is the role of the preliminary conscious work? It is 
evidently to mobilize certain of these atoms, to unhook them 
from the wall and put them in swing. We think we have done no 
good, because we have moved these elements a thousand different 
ways in seeking to assemble them, and have found no satisfactory 
aggregate. But, after this shaking up imposed upon them by our 
will, these atoms do not return to their primitive rest. They freely 
continue their dance. 

“ Now, our will did not choose them at random; it pursued 
a perfectly determined aim. The mobilized atoms are therefore 
not any atoms whatsoever; they are those from which we might 
reasonably expect the desired solution. Then the mobilized atoms 
undergo impacts which make them enter into combinations among 
themselves or with other atoms at rest which they struck against 
in their course. Again I beg pardon, my comparison is very 
rough, but I scarcely know how otherwise to make my thought 
understood. 
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4 4 However it may be, the only combinations that have a chance 
of forming are those where at least one of the elements is one of 
those atoms freely chosen by our will. Now, it is evidently among 
these that is found what I call the good combination. Perhaps 
this is a way of lessening the paradoxical in the original hypothesis. 

44 Another observation. It never happens that the unconscious 
work gives us the result of a somewhat long calculation all made , 
where we have only to apply fixed rules. We might think the 
wholly automatic subliminal self particularly apt for this sort of 
work, which is in a way exclusively mechanical. It seems that 
thinking in the evening upon the factors of a multiplication we 
might hope to find the product ready made upon our awakening, 
or again that an algebraic calculation, for example a verification, 
would be made unconsciously. Nothing of the sort, as observation 
proves. All one may hope from these inspirations, fruits of 
unconscious work, is a point of departure for such calculations. 
As for the calculations themselves, they must be made in the 
second period of conscious work, that which follows the 
inspiration, that in which one verifies the results of this inspiration 
and deduces their consequences. The rules of these calculations 
are strict and complicated. They require discipline, attention, will, 
and therefore consciousness. In the subliminal self, on the 
contrary, reigns what I should call liberty, if we might give this 
name to the simple absence of discipline and to the disorder 
born of chance. Only, this disorder itself permits unexpected 
combinations.” (1913, pp. 392-394.) 

Enough for the historical dating and exposition of the trial-and- 
error theory of creative thinking.* Whatever dominance it may 
have had in 1910 has been covered up in recent decades under the 
Gestalt treatment, which was explicitlyhostiletothe Thorndike (1898) 
description of problem-solving in terms of overt trial and error, 
although not explicitly contradicting a notion of a covert mental 
trial and error of the kind described by Bain, Mach and Poincare. 


* Souriau (1881) was another early exponent of the role of chance in thought 
and invention. See also Thurstone (1924). Emphases upon the importance of 
the fortuitous in experimental science are very numerous, as shown in the 
citations provided by Barber (1952), Aubert (1959) and Campbell (1959). 
Recent emphases upon the role of trial-and-error in logical and mathematical 
deduction occur in Quine (1947, 5-6) and Polya (1945, 1954). 
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(Gestalt psychologists were, of course, hostile to the associationist 
psychology with which both Bain and Mach were allied.) There is 
no essential contradiction of psychological fact here. As Woodworth 
and Schlosberg (1954, p. 823) point out in discussing Wertheimer 
on thinking, “it is trial and error in the nonderogatory sense, 
however, if any leads which suggested themselves and were tried 
out (or thought through) proved to be blind alleys.” The protocols 
of human and animal problem-solving provided by the Gestaltists 
are easily reconciled to the model, provide ample evidence of both 
fortuitous solutions and misleading insights, as the studies of set 
in problem-solving illustrate. Thus while the pervasive influence of 
Gestalt psychology has led to the temporary eclipse of the blind- 
variation-and-selective-survival model, there is judged to be no 
tangible disagreement to be resolved. 

Another prevalent orientation antithetical in spirit to the trial- 
and-error model can be called the “ mystique of the creative genius 
and creative act.” This is a deeply rooted tendency, related to our 
bias toward causal perception (e.g., Heider, 1944; Michotte, 1946), 
to see marvelous achievements rooted in equally marvelous antece¬ 
dents. It takes the form of the “ fallacy of accident ” and of “ post 
hoc ergo propter hoc.” Let us suppose that a dozen equally brilliant 
men each propose differing guesses about the unknown in an area 
of total ignorance, and the guess of one man proves to be correct. 
From the blind-variation-and-selective-survival model this matching 
of guess and environment would provide us with new knowledge 
about the environment but would tell us nothing about the greater 
genius of the one man—he just happened to be standing where 
lightning struck. In such a case, however, we would be tempted 
to look for a subtle and special talent on the part of this lucky man. 
But, for the genuinely unanticipatable creative act, our “ awe ” 
and “ wonder ” should be directed outward, at the external world 
thus revealed, rather than directed toward the antecedents of the 
discovery. Just as we do not impute special “ foresight to a 
successful mutant allele over an unsuccessful one, so in many cases 
of discovery, we should not expect marvelous consequents to have 
had equally marvelous antecedents. Similarly, in comparing the 
problem-solving efforts of any one person; from the selective 
survival model it will be futile, in the instance of a genuinely innova¬ 
tive achievement, to look for special antecedent conditions not 
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obtaining for blind-alley efforts: just in so far as there has been a 
genuine gain in knowledge, the difference between a hit and a miss 
lies in the selective conditions thus newly encountered, not in talent 
differences in the generation of the trials. 

This is not to deny individual differences in creative intellect. 
Indeed, the blind-variation-and-selective-survival model of creative 
thought predicts such talent differences along all of the parameters of 
the process. This is to emphasize, however, that explanations in 
terms of special antecedents will very often be irrelevant, and that the 
causal-interpretative biases of our minds make us prone to such 
over-interpretation, to a post-hoc-ergo-propter-hoc-intQrprQtation, 
deifying the creative genius to whom we impute a capacity for direct 
insight instead of mental flounderings and blind-alley entrances of 
the kind we are aware typify our own thought processes. Ernst 
Mach notes our nostalgia for the directly-knowing genius: “To 
our humiliation we learn that even the greatest men are born more 
for life than for science in the extent to which even they are indebted 
to accident.” (1896, p. 175.) 

What are the ways in which thinkers might be expected to differ, 
according to the trial-and-error-model ? First, they may differ in the 
accuracy and detail of their representations of the external world, of 
possible locomotions in it or manipulations of its elements, and of the 
selective criteria. Differences in this accuracy of representation 
correspond to differences in degree of information and intelligence. 
Second, thinkers can differ in the number and range of variations in 
thought-trials produced. The more numerous and the more varied 
such trials, the greater the chance of success. Bain has emphasized 
the role of fanaticism or extreme dedication in producing large 
volumes of such explorations. Bain, Mach and Poincare have 
emphasized the role of advance preparation in assembling the 
elements whose blind permutation and combination made possible 
a wide range of trials. Many observers have emphasized the role 
of set and familiarity in reducing the range of variations, and have 
recommended ways of reducing trial-to-trial stereotypy, as by 
abandoning the problem for a while, going on to other things. 
Devices abound which are designed to increase the likelihood that 
all permutations be considered and are used by most of us, as in 
going through the alphabet in finding rhymes or puzzle words. 
There are no doubt age differences in the rapidity and uninhibited 
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range of thought-trial production. The sociology of knowledge 
makes an important contribution here: persons who have been 
uprooted from the traditional culturally given, or who have been 
thoroughly exposed to two or more cultures, seem to have the 
advantage in the range of hypotheses they are apt to consider, and 
through this means, in the frequency of creative innovation. 
Thorstein Veblen (1919) has espoused such a theory in his essay on 
the intellectual pre-eminence of the Jews, as has Robert Park (1928) 
in writing of the role of “ the marginal man ” in cultural innovation. 
(See also Seeman, 1956.) And more generally, it is the principle of 
variation which leads us to expect among innovators those of personal 
eccentricity and bizarre behavior. We can also see in this principle 
the value of those laboratories whose social atmospheres allow 
wide ranging exploration with great tolerance for blind-alley 
entrances. 

The value of wide ranging variation in thought-trials is of course 
vitiated if there is not the precise application of a selective criterion 
which weeds out the overwhelming bulk of inadequate trials. 
This editing talent undoubtedly differs widely from person to person, 
as Poincar6 (1908, 1913) has emphasized. With regard to selection- 
criteria, one further point should be made. Much of creative 
thought is opportunistic in the sense of having a wide number of 
selective criteria available at all times, against which the thought- 
trials are judged. The more creative thinker may be able to keep in 
mind more such criteria, and therefore increase his likelihood of 
achieving a serendipitous (Merton, 1949; Cannon, 1945) advance 
on a problem tangential to his initial main line of endeavor. A final 
area of individual differences in competence is in the retention, 
cumulation, and transmission of the encountered solutions. 

It need not be expected that these dimensions of talent all go 
together. In organic evolution, the variation process of mutation 
and the preservation of gains through genetic rigidity are at odds, 
with an increase in either being at the expense of the other, and with 
some degree of compromise being optimum. Just so we might 
expect that a very pure measure of innovative range in thought and a 
very pure measure of rote memory might be even negatively corre¬ 
lated, as Saugstad (1952) seems to have found, and similarly for 
innovative range and selective precision. Such considerations 
suggest complementary combinations of talent in creative teams, 
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although the uninhibited idea-man and the compulsive edit-and- 
record type are notoriously incompatible office-mates. 

Note regarding the individual differences thus described that while 
they do make creative innovation much more likely on the part of 
some individuals than others, they do not place the joys of creative 
innovation beyond the reach of any one. Indeed, looking at large 
populations of thinkers, the principles make it likely that many 
important contributions will come from the relatively untalented 
and undiligent, even though on an average contribution per capita 
basis, they will contribute much less. 

A final type of objection to the blind-variation-and-selective- 
survival model of thought needs to be considered. This objection is 
to the effect that the domain of possible thought-trials is so large 
that the solution of a given problem would take an impossibly 
long time were a search of all possibilities to be involved, either 
through a systematic scanning of all possibilities where these are 
enumerable, or through a still more tedious random sampling of the 
universe of possibilities. Time and trial estimates thus based can be 
overwhelming, as Kurt Lasswitz’s story The Universal Library 
(1901) dramatically illustrates. Other parodies of our model occur 
in literature as far back as Swift’s portrait of the Academy of Lagado 
in Gulliver's Travels (1726, pp. 166-169). (Ley (1958) traces such ideas 
back to Lully ca. 1200.) Newell et al (1958a, 19586) refer in this 
vein to what they call the “British Museum Algorithm,” i.e. the 
possibility of a group of trained chimpanzees typing at random 
producing by chance in the course of a million years all of the 
books in the British Museum. Such parodies seem effectively to 
reject the blind-variation-and-selective-survival model through a 
reductio ad absurdum. Needless to say, such a rejection is not accepted 
in the present paper. As a matter of fact, it is judged to be in the 
same class as parallel objections to the theory of natural selection 
in evolution. Similar features in these two instances make the 
accidentalist interpretation more acceptable. 

(1) Neither in organic evolution nor in thought are all problems 
solved, nor all possible excellent solutions achieved. There is no 
guarantee of omniscience. The knowledge we do encounter is 
achieved against terrific odds. 

(2) The tremendous number of nonproductive thought-trials 
on the part of the total intellectual community must not be 
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underestimated ... think of what a small proportion of thought gets 
uttered, what a still smaller fragment gets published and what a 
small proportion of what is published is used by the next intellectual 
generation. There is a tremendous wastefulness, slowness, and 
rarity of achievement. 

(3) In evolution and in thought, the number of variations 
explored is greatly reduced by having selective-survival criteria 
imposed at every step. Thus mutant variations on nonadaptive 
variations of the previous generation are never tested—even though 
many wonderful combinations may be missed therefore. Current 
developments of “ heuristics ” in logic and chess playing machines 
(Newell et al. } 1958a, 19586) have a similar effect of evaluating all 
next-possible moves in terms of immediate criteria, and then of 
exploring further variations upon only those passing the screening 
of each prior stage. It is this strategy of cumulating selected out¬ 
comes from a blind variation, and then exploring further blind 
variations only for this highly select stem, that, as R. A. Fischer has 
pointed out (1954, p. 91) makes the improbable inevitable in organic 
evolution. This strategy is unavoidable for organic evolution, but 
can obviously be relaxed in thought processes and in machine 
problem-solving. However, the Pandora’s box of permutations 
opened up by such relaxation can be used to infer that, in general, 
thought-trials are selected or rejected within one or two removes of 
the established base from which they start. In constructing our 
“ universal library ” we stop work on any volume as soon as it is 
clear that it is gibberish. 

(4) When we make estimates of the number of permutations 
which would have to be culled to obtain a given outcome, we often 
assume that problem-solving was undertaken with that one fi?ced 
goal in mind. This overlooks the opportunistic, serendipitous 
course of organic evolution and of much of creative thinking. The 
likelihood of a productive thought increases with the wider variety 
of reasons one has for judging a given outcome “ interesting.” 
To neglect this opportunistic multiple-purposedness gives one a poor 
base for estimating the probability of encountering the one outcome 
hit upon and recorded. Thus when Newell et aVs Logic Theorist 
(1958a, 19586) sets out to prove the 60-odd theorems in a given 
chapter of Principia Mathematica , it may face a more formidable 
task than did Whitehead and Russell in generating them—if, 
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except for the dozen classic theorems reproduced, Whitehead and 
Russell were otherwise free to record every deduction they 
encountered which seemed “ interesting ” or “ non-trivial.” 
Wigglesworth (1955, p. 34) has noted this strategy on the part of 
“ pure ” scientists, in commenting on the relationship between 
pure and applied scientists in wartime: “In the pure science to 
which they were accustomed, if they were unable to solve problem A 
they could turn to problem B , and while studying this with perhaps 
small prospect of success they might suddenly come across a clue 
to the solution of problem C.” 

In presenting their case for adding “ heuristics ” to the program 
of the “ Logic Theorist,” Newell et al. have emphasized the 
inadequacy of blind trial-and-error. I do not, however, find any 
essential disagreement between their point of view and the one 
offered here. By adding “ heuristics ” they have made the mechanical 
thought processes more like those of human beings, both in adequacy 
and the type of errors made. They have obviated the protests of 
those such as Wisdom (1952) and Mays (1956) who, while conceding 
that machines could choose good moves at chess or solve logic 
problems, have found the machines failing to imitate life just in 
their orderly inspection of all possibilities. Newell et al recognize 
that a machine which would develop its own heuristics would have 
to do so by a trial-and-error of heuristic principles, with no guarantee 
that any would work. They further recognize that possession of an 
effective heuristic represents already achieved general knowledge 
about the domain under search, and that adding to this general 
knowledge will be a blind search process. They might also agree 
that most heuristic devices will be limited to the specific domain 
of their discovery, and can only be extended to other domains on a 
trial basis. They would probably also agree that no problem-solving 
process will be “direct.” The disagreements I have with their 
excellent paper on the processes of creative thinking (19586) are 
thus minor matters of emphasis, but may be worth stating nonethe¬ 
less, to further clarify the position here advocated. 

They say, for example, “ We have given enough estimates of the 
sizes of the spaces involved ... to cast suspicion upon a theory of 
creativity which places its emphasis upon increase in trial-and-error.” 
(19586, p. 63.) My position would unequivocally state that ceteris 
paribus , the wider the range of trials and the greater the volume of 
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trials, the greater the chance of a productive innovation. Doubling 
the number of efforts very nearly doubles the chance of a hit, 
particularly when trials are a small part of the total domain. But 
they too recognize unconventionality as a necessary, if not a 
sufficient condition of creativity (1958 b, p. 62). What they would 
validly stress, more than has been stressed here, is the very frequent 
tactical advantage of a trial-and-error of general strategic principles 
over a trial-and-error involving no classificatory effort nor attempt 
to use clues. The advantage of such a strategy depends upon the 
ecology, of course, but we are in general justified in expecting 
solutions to be nonrandomly distributed, and to show significant 
contingencies with prior clues. 

Another minor point of disagreement may be mentioned. In their 
efforts to consider how a “ Logic Theorist ” might be programed to 
learn a general heuristic from hindsight they propose that it keep a 
record of the outcomes of all past trials, successful and unsuccessful, 
in order to be able to scan its experience for general principles of 
strategy (19586). Implementing this would put a tremendous strain 
upon memory storage, and would introduce a scanning process as 
time-consuming as the original search process which produced the 
record. The strategy of organic evolution is to keep a record only 
of what works, even at the expense of repeating its errors, and the 
general preponderance of wrong tries, plus memory glut and access 
problems, suggests a similar strategy for all knowledge processes. 
Heuristics can probably best be learned through a trial-and-error of 
heuristics, tried on new problem sets rather than old. But while I judge 
this a valuable insight from the evolutionary process, it represents 
a very minor criticism of their most admirable program of research. 

SUMMARY 

This paper has attempted to make the psychological and epistemo¬ 
logical point that in all processes leading to expansions of knowledge, 
a blind-variation-and-selective-survival process is involved. Processes 
substituting for an overt trial-and-error are of course acknowledged, 
with vision and thought being treated in some detail. But each of 
these are interpreted as containing in their very workability wisdom 
about the environment obtained by the blind variation of mutation 
and natural selection. In addition, each contains a blind-variation- 
and-selective-survival process at its own level. 
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Supporting the effort to interpret all knowledge processes in this 
light has been an emphasis upon the tremendous gain in knowledge 
in the course of evolution and history, a gain which can only be 
explained by a continual break-out from the bounds of what was 
already known, a break-out for which blind variation provides the 
only mechanism available. There has also been an effort to root 
out a prevailing implicit belief in “ direct ” or “ insightful ” know¬ 
ledge processes, a belief which the phenomenal directness of vision 
encourages. 
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DISCUSSION 

Minsky: I can’t accept this feedback as being positive. I am not sure whether 
it is negative or not. I would really like to know if you believe you are saying 
something constructive rather than anarchistic? Namely, it seems to me what 
you have said particularly in reference to Newell et al, that you don’t believe 
things are as bad as they make out in the British Museum algorithm. That is, 
the space isn’t really so large, there aren’t so many bad trials and generally 
speaking things are pretty good. However, if they are not, you have to use 
heuristics as they do. What is the constructive purpose in emphasizing the role of 
trial-and-error which is what we are trying to get rid of? 

When a great man solves problems consistently—Now, you take ten Einsteins, 
and put them in a room, and have them consider the problem of a generalized field 
theory. One of them will get it and you say, “ Well, he was lucky.” This was the 
lucky Einstein. Surely you can’t be serious. You know then that you will say, 
“ Now, I will watch this Einstein a little more carefully.” I submit to you that 
the bias people have for making casual judgments of post hoc ergo propter hoc 
is one of the great discoveries we have made and we put in all of our machines 
and we don’t try and err any more about that. 

Campbell : The last point, I heartily agree with. Causality is totally unjustified 
from a philosophical point of view but it is one of our great animal inductions 
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al ? d !? COlle ® e so P homor es and elsewhere. If I emphasize 

evoludoMr^aSievemen* 3 * 11 * “ *“• 1 Sti “ reCOgnize * as a 

t0 i* he m ° re general criticism ' 1 sue® I would like to have Newell 
mSh J SC T S ‘° methat what y° u are doing with heuristics is analogous 
’“* llas bcm done by vision and by thinking as I have described them: you 
are discovering empirically that a certain mapping is useful, and within that 

3sSr t H UCt 3 b ' ind 7T hing ’ 01 a ««£ «* a scanning, which then 
is substituted for the more costly lower-level trial-and-error. Now why I should 

want to call this abbreviation and substitution process still “ blind ” reflects 
; I suppose, some antimetaphysical bias within my own personality 

would disa g ee with some of the notions which were explicit in your 
talk this morning. You spoke hopefully of “ intelligent ” computer programs 

nredtoTlln in ? p / oblems “ directly.” With these hopes I do disagree, and do 
l h 1 n • C aI \ as any P robiem -solving problem goes beyond what it 

2SS Yet' 5 ; l:: d “l° bya “ S ^ P i d ” sca ™”8. matching, or expiration 
l 1 f °“ nd nothing I could disagree with in Newell’s presentation. 

M that blmd rch couId be orated other than by an abbreviated 

aCt the d^matolnque^m * h"*”* ° f “ >toa * r disCovered wisdom 

Now as for the problem of Einstein, the problem of genius There are of 
course many reasons why some people are regularly creative and others not 
which fit in perfectly with the blind-variationW-selective-survival model 

agr^Ile^r c h^i h rf mdlVI i dU u diff f ences in degree of genius, there is still 
a ?^ atd aI ofc hance. If y° u look at the new discoveries within your own field 

rrfdLTrn^W^ 1 ^ 1 ? 0 ’ “ that y0U Wil1 See peopIe wbom you know 
fhfct k 8 marvel T discoveries. Perhaps if you haven’t experienced 
this it is because you have been one of the lucky ones. (Laughter) 

savi^wf: iS Wha ' Weare sayin 8* The question is, what you are 

alternadvT? 8 mmimiZe 6 Search ' What are you Proposing as an 

Campbell: I do want to avoid claiming any productive contribution to this 

T°w eJ ? Ce * ^ blmd trial " and " error theme is my way of making use of what 
I have learned from you folks on previous occasions. I have heard nothing 

may be trivial pdnt “* *° Chimge my mind on this point even thou 8 h 

onm“h^su^r ^ abbrCTiate ‘ he diSCUSSi °” this aftemoon and «* 
Newell: The impression I get is the following. You start with the problem 

back ofr fi tn St tl! hm i 8 y0U t! ry and d ° iS t0 Put structure in the problem. You wifl 
b ^ k °£ h li Pl f e - Where sor P e thmg is certain, namely simply how you could 
Sn nnt / OSSlb e lo ?? ® x P?*sions, w e could take that as given—at least you 
som ® kmd of I . etters - You Put down a base model. You say at 

oftethi ^^ Y ° U Sa f T7u n this you g0 from here and to solution is one 
“f thmss that 1S generated this way. Now all spaces for all real problems that 

TW ^ ge f er >f e are fo T Und to be very lar ge. You find such numbers as 10 120 . 
They have to be a very large space, one for which if this were all you knew and 

f^ ,^ hlcb lf you ton proceeded to vary from this point, for that problem as 
’tV ea ?y to make to calculations you are not about to solve it. You 
could state a different problem such as that in chess to start from the present 

whlfin J -?• any u mate position you wiU ^ it doesn’t improve it very much. You 
will find it is so big you are not about to do it, but just knowing that all you can do 
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is generate new situations and ask whether this is a checkmate-look around for 
some more information. Given large lists of these which are what we caU 
heuristics, each of these cuts down the list a little bit. At some stage ofThe Iga 
unless this is a trivial problem, and a trivial problem means here that the mathe¬ 
matician has given us a neat algorithm for solving it, m °;f rn d ' 

there is a state beyond which you have no more information from there on, and 
you must do nothing but vary. The interesting question, which is why1-find 
mvself not emphasizing the blind variation aspect of it—the interesting question , 
how do you get from a big space to a little space? We don’t know how humans 
do it and this is the thing we would like to find out. The content of our scien 
consists of lists of heuristics telling how people get from big spaces to small spaces 
and the fact is one should not overestimate the fact that for very difficult prob- 
lems we can’t get the thing down very small and it takes a man a very long time to 
solve certain problems. One should not overestimate the amount of knowledge 
that is available to strip down big spaces into small spaces. Never)^ 
difference from the big space to the small space it seems to me that c °” st ' t “ te 
the science, and the thing we call intelligence. Beyond thisuis tr ‘^ i ; an ^ e ™^ 
you don’t have any information, so what the heck do you do? I dol } t k f . n ° J ‘ f 
this sheds any light on it. I don’t see anything inconsistent with all 
I would ask you to go back and take one of these other situations and begin mak ng 
an estimate.^This would be lots of fun. You know I am aware of the remark made 
a moment ago about no positive contribution, but seriously, if one really thmfa 
some these spaces aren’t so big, it is in fact because some of » have been 
overlooking some things and I think it would be great sport to find out why 
the spaces are not quite as big as we think they are. ^ , r, Wv 

Campbell: I think we all agree, looking at Ashby s machine and Probably 
the Newell, Shaw and Simon machine before it had heuristics, that any ^effective 
problem-solving machine will have a lot more structure in it than did these 
machines, just because of the tremendous domain of possibilities. I guess many 
of us in the long run will agree that most of this stracture wffi b« introduce 
between Mark 1 and Mark 2 or Mark 50,000 and Mark 50,001. That s, 
it will be put in between models and thus will not be achieved by self 

TXliv; problem-solving machines there is a tremendous amountof^« 
structure. I know this is Roger Sperry’s opinion of Ashby s quotation of Sperry. 
Sperry just doesn’t recognize his own works at all, because he, m contrast 
A^hby, emphasizes that the circuits in animals are not reversible: nerves for 
left arms will not work for right arms in most species, etc 

The point I would like to make is, in accepting as a brilliant contribution the 
emphasis upon heuristics and hierarchies of heuristics, is that moving fr°meach 
level to each level higher and discovering new effective heuristics represents 
gained information about the domain (comparable to that which was already 
achieved by the invention of vision). In addition, this information is gamed y 
blind exploration process, and contains in its execution triahand-error com¬ 
ponents. So that I guess the truism that I have advocated still remams a truis , 
although perhaps a trivial one for those who are trying to learn about particular 

eff J ordan 1 °Systerns Development Corporation, Santa Monica, California)'. You 
mentioned one sentence there: of course there are individual differences I have 

a feeling that by mentioning this sentence you sort of opened the back door 
and the whole problem came back, the problem you wish to eliminate. What is 
meant by individual differences ? 
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If we mean by this systematic differences of performance, we either then 
have to postulate one of two things; one, let us categorize these individual 
differences in terms of people doing well, people being pedestrian and people 
being stupid in problem solving. Now you either have a common blind trial- 
and-error which all organisms have because that is the nature of organisms and 
then some people cope with it more effectively than others, so their performance 
is perceived under the measurement of individual differences, or you postulate 
another thing, every individual carries his own trial-and-error apparatus within 
him. Some are more efficient than others, so you have different kinds of trial- 
and-error. 

So I might submit in both of these cases the problems of creativity and stupidity 
re-emerge and are solved because you have these. You can say there is no such 
thing as individual differences, this is a chance aggregate of hits. We are all 
making trial-and-error. Some of us hit and most of us do not. This guy was 
lucky and hit zero out of ten times. 

I don’t know how this would explain consistent performance, differentiation 
of performance, on intelligence tests which correlate pretty highly from 4 years 
onwards. 

Campbell: I do not want to deny individual differences and actually I have 
a section in the manuscript on it, which I did not have time to read. But the 
quotations read from Mach and from Bain emphasize individual differences in 
creative talent quite consistent with this model. The point I wanted to make was, 
however, our tendency to over-interpret achievement along this line. Actually 
Newell has commented on the same effect in his paper on creativity at the Colorado 
Symposium last spring. Our proneness is to over-interpret the antecedents of a 
lucky encounter. 

Now as to the reliability of creativity, I suspect that in actual shops whose 
business is turning out inventions, reliability is considerably lower in terms of 
the number of patents awarded per year than it is for intelligence test performance. 
But this is a matter of evidence. Of course, from the trial-and-error model it 
follows that the man who can produce thought-trials faster, the computer with 
the greater speed, the computer with the greater memory, the computer that 
starts out already programed with the better trial-and-error heuristics will have a 
tremendous advantage. 

Critchlow (. l.B.M .): In what way is random choice superior to program 
choice in selecting from many courses of action? 

Campbell: This is not a distinction which I argued. Both programed and 
random procedures could be blind in the sense which I wish to emphasize. 
However, let us consider a simple gadget, like Ashby’s, which might have the 
alternatives of either systematically going through all possible states, or of 
randomly sampling from these. If the alternatives have an order in their storage, 
a systematic search may lead to more repetition in the sense of continuing to make 
very similar wrong responses and there might thus be cases in which random 
sampling of possibilities would be better; but they are both blind. The radar 
sweep is just as blind as it would be if you illuminated the phosphorescent pips 
at random. It is just as blind, even though it is systematic. 
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INTRODUCTORY REMARKS 

In this paper I shall put forward a pair of contentions, and examine 
some of their consequences. The first of these concerns any network 
which is given in nature or which appears as part of a Black 
Box ’’W problem. The contention is that if an observer wishes to 
use any self-organizing potentialities the network may have, then 
he must look at the network as though he were a natural historian. 

I am using the term “ network ” in a general sense, to imply any 
set of interconnected and measurably active physical entities. 
Naturally occurring networks, of interest because they have a self¬ 
organizing character, are, for example, a marsh, a colony of micro¬ 
organisms, a research team, and a man. 

It is not so easy to say what I mean by a natural historian. 
Emphatically he is not a meticulous and classifying person. In 
choosing the name I had the interactive aspects of natural history 
in mind, the art of knowing about a rabbit run, almost by living the 
part of a rabbit, the skill of animal training—disciplined enough to 
permit its discussion—the search for similarities which are cogent 
within the network itself. 

The idea of necessity also needs comment. We can, of course, 
look at a system in any way we choose, regardless of whether or 
not it is self-organizing. Thus, we can look at a man from the 
anatomical point of view and see a creature with two legs, bounded 
by its skin. Again, we might examine man like the sociologists and 
see a badly defined game player. The contention is that in order 
to use the self-organizing character of a man we must become natural 

* The author wishes to acknowledge his association as Assistant Research 
Professor with Professor H. von Foerster (Electrical Engineering Research 
Laboratory) of the University of Illinois, during the writing of his paper. While 
at the University of Illinois the work was supported by the Information Systems 
Branch of the Office of Naval Research under Contract Nonr. 1834(21). 
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described by Ashby<’>), are firmly related to topological parameters 
of the network, and a few of which like “ differentiation ” and 
memory ” will be examined in this paper. The natural historian is 
unable to say where these behavioral characteristics reside in the 
network or how they are manifest, but questions of this kind are 
probably meaningless in the self-organizing context. 

Mathematical Representation 

It would be inappropriate, in this paper, to discuss the mathe¬ 
matical work which is bemg done by,A. Mullin at the University of 
Illinois and which will elaborate thSTiaeas. However I shall 
present a few descriptive structures with the provision that a more 
elegant formulation will emerge when the optimum mathematical 
technique for dealing with the observer and network problem has 
been determined. 

Specialized Observation 

A model or hypothetical system J, = (t/ y G y ) is a set V) of points 

U m a phase space % together with a finite group G, of transforma- 
tions r c: Gj. 

Clearly the models J s with (y = 1, 2,....) are consistent, due to 
their group character, and are elements of an hierarchy, the 
coherence of which depends upon the adoption, by a number of 
specialized observers, of a certain “ Composition Law.” In the 
present discussion we shall assume that this “ Composition Law ” 
is matrix multiplication and that the groups G j have thus the usual 
connotation. 

In this hierarchy the lowest hypothetical models will be determined 
by cyclic groups generated as the powers of a single transformation 

such as Gj -= FjF ,•- F\ 1 with F\ = / the identity transformation 

ana {i — 1,2,....). 

The model/,. = (G*G,) is thus a model of a stable system, forany 
state U a U { will be repeated in c units of activity, in general 
m c observational intervals. 

In any models / an observer is able to describe, in a way which is 
unambiguous to other observers adopting his composition law, those 
features which are kept invariant by F c G. However, in order to say 
that this description is the “ truth,” the model to which it refers, and 
in the simplest case a model like /,• must be experimentally tested. 
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Before examining the experimental procedure, let us 
result of this testing there will be two disjoint subsets of hypothetical 
systems in the hierarchy, and thus two disjoint hierarchies, one 
befng built up from experiments which yielded results confirming 
the existence of hypothetical systems, the description of which 1 
“true,” and the other including plausible but experimenta y 

Un An'experiniei < if is an attempt to make an identification Q v between 
the points U in a hypothetical system and the stet f s of a ^ 
work As a result of this an observer may also relate the abstract 
transformations F to real mechanisms in a ^twork or altemat.ve y 
to real stimulus procedures which he can use to modify the state 
of the network. If identification is possible for any the system /,• 
is said to exist in the network. 

Because of his limitations an observer is unable to make any 
experiment he pleases. The restrictions are of two kinds. First of 
all! if we regard O y as a mapping between a vector o^ °^ed 
values of measurable attributes of a network and a state of the 
hypothetical model, the mapping is not isomorphic, butismanyto 
one However, in order to satisfy the requirements of identification 
it must preserve the Composition Law of the observer Thus^ fl 
is a homomorphism. Secondly, identification implies a quatoatw 
decision to regard only certain attributes of a network as relevant. 
These chosen relevant attributes determine the observer s reference 

v r x are examined, so that observations of states of net¬ 

works' are vectors X„ X l+l ..... at instants t,f + 
the real mechanisms are transformations A v A,.... 
the reference frame fi a set of attributes y„ y t .... « re S a ™* 

as relevant and observations are the vectors Y ti Y t+1 . 

^IfTand^are distinct it is clear that the set of all experiments 
performed in a which affirmed the existence f a hyp ° thetI ‘ 
system will determine a sub-hierarchy a* included within the 
previously defined “true” hierarchy. We define ref “ 
a and 6 so that the variables x s and y x are incomparable f ’ 
2 n and for % = 1, 2.m, in the domain of the observer s 

composition law. Because of this a* and /3* are disjoint. 

Two points must be mentioned. First, it is likely that observers 









237 


The Natural History of Networks 

have selected relevant attributes, merely because affirmative results 
derived from measuring relevant vectors were self consistent, being 
in a sub-hierarchy a*, but were discovered inconsistent with, or 
unrelated to, those derived from measuring different relevant vectors 
which would be in a disjoint sub-hierarchy f$*. Secondly, it is clear 

that reference frames a, .sub-hierarchies a* . and 

even the “ true ” sub-hierarchy are defined with reference to know¬ 
ledge at the moment. The concepts are useful, since we are limited 
observers. However, it is always possible that reference frames 
will be rendered indistinct, that we shall adopt a new composition 
law which relates previously incomparable quantities and that the 
region of “ truth ” will extend. In particular, the distinction which 
will be made in a moment between specialized observers and 
natural historians would disappear if observers were able to know 
everything about a network. 

We can represent the simplest experiments of a specialized 
observer as shown in Fig. 1. In the particular structure of Fig. 1 a 

Points in abstract 
phase space. 

Abstract 
transformations. 
Identification in 
reference fra me. O'. 

Vectors of values 
of variables, 
relevant in reference 
fra me 

Real physical 
transformations of 
these vectors or 
real stimulus 
proceedures. 

Complete and 
unknown 
specification of 
the state of the 
network. 

Fig. 1. 



j.t • (Utj G.i ) Utj -u. q and U.^ 


i hypothetical model is identified in a reference frame a since the 
abstract state U a is identified with X t the abstract state U b with 
the X t+l and i 7 ,- with the mechanism 
The actual states of the network, namely, s„s l+l ... .. and so on 
are accessible only to an observer able to know everything, and that 
is, for the present discussion at least, “ unreal.” The mapping from 

i 
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any S t into the relevant variable space of a reference frame is not 

necessarily unique. The general case of one sequence S t9 S t+l . 

and several distinct reference frames oc, /?, y, d is illustrated in Fig. 2. 
Further, as indicated in Fig. 2, it is possible that either there are 



Fig, 2 . 

two or more observers in two or more different reference frames, 
who all identify the activity in a network with different hypothetical 
models and who thus assert that different systems exist in the net¬ 
work, or alternatively that only some of these observers are able 
to identify the activity with hypothetical models, or finally that none 
of them can. 

It will be possible to identify the activity with a hypothetical model 
only if the mechanism involved in producing the activity may be 
discussed in terms of the composition law of the observer. All 
stationary stochastic processes are, for example, identifiable with 
stochastic models and the derived binary matrices with binary 
permutation matrices. < 9 > However, there are some non-stationary 
systems, those which are often encountered in sociology and 
psychology, such that however long a sequence is observed in a given 
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reference frame, U t is not equal to U t+T for any finite r, any identifi¬ 
cation, and any model J. Ashby* 10 > calls them systems where the 
“ truth ” is changeful. It is no longer meaningful to make enquiries, 
as we tacitly do when adopting a reference frame, on the assumption 
that some descriptive “ truth ” remains invariant. 

Natural Historians 

Non-stationary activity in a network may be quite tractable for a 
natural historian because he is at liberty to relate entities which are 
incomparable to a specialized observer and to run back and forth 
through the dividing planes of the illustration. So far as the natural 
historian has a reference frame, it is simply the context of his own 
interaction with the network. Unlike the specialized observer, the 
natural historian has few preconceptions about a composition rule 
or about what entities or situations are equivalent. 

J Indeed, in the simplest case, when the natural historian is merely 
trying to “interact” and “make conversation ”< n > with some 
system in the network, his strategy is to discover a set of composition 
rules and equivalence relations such that if he assumes them inter¬ 
action will be favored. 

We thus suppose the existence of composition rules E l9 E 2 . 

which the natural historian is able to distinguish and to understand, 
but is not necessarily able to describe and equivalence relations 

^2 .of the same calibre. Initially, he chooses some E ( 

according to his view about the character of the network as a 
conversation partner-—not according to his knowledge of its 
structure; and he also chooses some R., such that two related 
situations have the same significance with reference to his inter¬ 
action. He now seeks to modify these assumptions, as a result of 
interaction, so that interaction is favored. 

Let V„ be the names given to any state of the network which 

the natural historian is able to recognize. Let P b P n , _be the 

names given to any procedures which the natural historian can use 
to modify the activity in the network. According to the analogy 
of a conversation PiR^P n are a pair of equivalent gambits and 
ViSAdV-n are a P a i r of replies with the same meaning, so far as the 
second partner is concerned. The process of searching, which gives 
rise to a sequence R x -> R % ....—> R p and (because alterations in R 
induce alterations in E) a sequence E 1 ->E 2 _ -+E P is intuitively 
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familiar. The object of the search is to discover R* and E* such that 
where 

vjp:)v r , if (V^P^RW^PJ 

when 

PtfDPn 

Call the above consistency or predictability condition “ & ” and 
note that many pairs E* R* will permit satisfaction of & for 
different V IM and P t . Let b v equal the number of names V and P, 
for which a particular pair R* E* permit satisfaction of &. In 
general the pair 

ElRl 


is preferred to the pair 


TP* P* 

■tLy 


only if b 6 > b r 

The searching sequence, which represents the interaction, will ideally 
approach an E] R] such that b. is greater than any of the previously 
obtained values. 

If the search process is one-sided so that the natural historian 
changes his viewpoint a great deal but has little effect upon the 
network, convergence toward a high valued b s is unreliable and 
inefficient. We shall later examine conditions (which always apply 
if the network is self-organizing rather than merely intractable) in 
which (because the network is modified by a “ reward ” under the 
natural historian’s control) an appropriate “ rewarding strategy ” 
will achieve rapid and efficient convergence. 


Second Contention 

The second contention refers to networks which are not given in 
nature, but which are deliberately built, so as to foster any self¬ 
organizing systems which appear. Oddly enough, there are con¬ 
ceptual difficulties which force us to look even at these constructed 
models in the manner of the natural historian. The contention is 
that these difficulties are not apparent in the abstract formulation 
but appear when it is embodied in any physical model such as a 
network. 
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It will be convenient to discuss the issue by formulating such an 
abstract model and then constructing one of the many physical 
realizations. 

AN ABSTRACT MODEL 
OF A SELF-ORGANIZING SYSTEM 

We require a number of concepts for building an abstract model. 

(1) A space of arbitrary dimension in which a network is defined 
by asserting connectivity between pairs of points. Let us envisage 
this space filled with an initially homogeneous but malleable 
material M. 

(2) A currency, which may be identified with energy, which is 
conserved on the average. The conservation conditions make 
measurement possible and will be secured if we have a definite rate 0 
at which currency or energy flows through the space. 

(3) A set of currency seeking servomechanisms. We can identify 
these elements with von Foerster’s Maxwell Demon servo¬ 
mechanisms/ 12 ) or equally with the catalysts which Prigogine and 
others* 13 - 14 ) describe as inducing open reaction systems in a station¬ 
ary state network. They are, thus, non-linear amplifiers or oscillators 
with a local energy or currency store. Let us assume these servo¬ 
mechanisms exist at uniformly distributed points in the space. 
The only sense in which any one of these servomechanisms can 
increase the currency it has available is by influencing the activity 
of the others. This it may do by transmitting a trial or signal, 
which other elements sense, and the servomechanism in question 
is informed of the state of the network by receiving the effect 
exerted by the trials of other elements at its own input location. 
However, in making a trial or sending a signal, each servo- 
mechanism loses currency—in other words—there is a definite 
cost per trial. 

(4) A set of rules determining the change in signal and currency 
connectivity induced by activity in the space. These are con¬ 
veniently expressed by the signal impedance characteristics of the 
malleable material M. 

(a) Consider a pair of points ij in M and a path m {j connecting 
ij in M. Suppose a signal traverses the path m {j at t, the signal 
impedance of at t + 1, say p^-y) ( +i is less than the previous 
signal impedance p (l7) ( , the decrease being due to passage of a 
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signal at t. In the absence of further signals along this pathway, 
the signal impedance will increase and reach its original value in 
some finite interval t, then p (i/) f > p ( . y) <+1 only if a signal 
passed along m iy in some preceding interval less than r. A pathway 
may thus be defined simply as an connective in M where the 
signal impedance is greater than the average impedance in the ij 
neighborhood. Clearly, pathways, structures of signal con¬ 
nectivity, or networks arise necessarily if the servomechanisms 
are active and continue to exist only if they are used. 

( b ) When a servomechanism is active it uses currency. Let some 
servomechanism at a point i be active so that a more than average 
flow of currency must occur in M along pathway m t - y . When such 
a flow of currency occurs the currency impedance of say 
\ if) will increase. If the flow of currency is greatly decreased, due 
to a suppression in the activity of the servomechanism at /, the 
currency impedance x (ij) decays over a finite interval. 

It may be argued: 

(i) that activity must occur, for the currency available must be 
used. 

(ii) that this activity will give rise to some kind of connectivity 
in M. 

(iii) that an active set of connections imply local activity. 
Since local activity engenders local currency depletion, a new 

currency distribution and thus a new activity distribution is induced 
by the existence of the original connectivity. 

It is clear that uniform connectivity in M together with uniform 
activity of the servomechanism elements is, in general, an unstable 
equilibrium, because in these conditions the system is searching 
for and is maximally sensitive to, any disturbance which will interrupt 
the uniformity. However, such a uniform state, which I shall call 
a X state, may be shown to be the only stable state if the system is 
closed (except with reference to currency), so that no disturbance 
can occur. We may obtain this result by applying von FoersterV 15 ) 
Multiservo Convergence Theorem to the servomechanism elements , 
when, assuming uniform connectivity, the representative points of 
the ensemble of servomechanisms must converge to a fixed point. 
But, if this tendency should occur, then whatever the initial con¬ 
nectivity of a closed system of this kind, the terminal connectivity 
will approach a uniform pattern. In such a variable connectivity 
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system there are indeed many different connectivities equivalent in 
that they are all uniform; thus the system will approach one of a 
set of X states. The limit case of a system, such as Dr. McKay’s 
trial making servomechanism,* 16 ) which has fixed connectivity add 
approaches a unique X state is, however, included by the formulation. 



Fig. 3 . 


Clearly, if the state of the system is coupled to parameters of an 
environment and the state of the environment is made to modify 
parameters of the system, a learning process will occur. Such an 
arrangement will be called a Finite Learning Machine , since it has a 
definite capacity. It is, of course, an active learning mechanism 
which trades with its surroundings. Indeed it is the limit case of a 
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self-organizing system which will appear in the network if the 
currency supply is generalized. 

Suppose that the network space is indefinitely extensive and that 
instead of limiting currency flow to 6 per network space we restrict 
the flow to 6 per unit volume of the network space. In this case 
there is an advantage to be gained in terms of the competition for 
currency between the servomechanism elements, if these elements 
co-operate. In other words, a set of servomechanisms is at an 
advantage if its activity extends the connected region in the network 
space. The extension will only be limited by the gain of the servo¬ 
mechanisms and the currency available. In realizable systems an 
active connected region moves around the network space capturing 
uninvolved servomechanisms. Such a system will be called an 
abstract self-organizing systemS 17 > Since we cannot satisfactorily 
demark the active system, the inactive region in the network, and the 
environment; closure cannot be applied. However, if it could, 
there would be an indefinitely large number of X states and these 
are approached as closure is approximated. 

When related to a specific environment, this is a learning machine 
but not a finite learning machine, since the extent of the active 
system depends upon the external conditions. The relation of such 
a self-organizing system to the finite learning machine is indicated 
in Fig. 3. 

Physical Construction of the Model 

When any physical model is constructed, its maker has to accept 
certain essential constraints inherent in the medium. The existence 
of non-linearity in any real amplifier, the thermal coefficients of any 
real resistor are, for example, essential constraints. However, in 
building most models it is possible to select only one set of restrictions 
as being relevant to the action of the physical artefacts. Thus, when 
an electrical analogue computer is used to embody some abstract 
mechanism we say that an electrical model has been constructed, 
meaning that in realizing this abstraction we take account of the 
electrical model, but that we disregard, as not being relevant, the 
mechanical and thermal constraints inherent in the computer. 
Indeed, the computer is designed with this object in view, and a 
different computer might have been designed to embody abstractions 
in a mechanical model, electrical effects being discounted. 
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In terms of our convention, a computer analogue is a physical 
model so designed that its activity is explicable in a single reference 
frame, in the case I have cited, an electrical reference frame. In 
terms’of engineering, such a mechanism is designed with com¬ 
ponents, like valves and resistances, which have a well specified 
function. A valve, for example, accepts only a electrical input and 
provides an amplified electrical output. If it also responds to 
temperature or vibration, it is to this extent a bad valve. The logical 
simplicity of the computer model is a consequence of being able to 
put one’s finger upon a component which performs a known 
function and to reject the imperfections as irrelevant. 

When trying to construct the physical model of an abstract self¬ 
organizing system we are beset with a peculiar difficulty. Not only 
are there many possible mechanisms which embody the abstract 
concept, but any mechanism we choose will embody it in an ambigu¬ 
ous manner. The logical requirements force us to use media such 
that, when a physical model is constructed, we cannot specify 
components which have a well defined function, and we cannot 
separate inputs and outputs into a set which are relevant and a set 

which may be discounted. . , 

It is inherent in the logical character of the abstract self-organizing 
system that all available methods of organization are used, and that 
it cannot be realized in a single reference frame. Thus, any of the 
tricks which the physical model can perform, such as learning and 
remembering, may be performed by one or all of a variety of 
mechanisms, chemical or electrical or mechanical. 

Thus, however much we try, we cannot achieve an electrical 
model or a mechanical model or a chemical model of a self¬ 
organizing system. Any physical model necessarily includes them 
all in varying degrees, and to a specialized observer they will appear 
distinct and incomparable, although a natural historian will be able 
to see them as equivalent. 

To emphasize this point let us consider the process of differentia¬ 
tion. Suppose that at an early stage in its development the system 
has learned the advantage of having “ individuality ” in the sense 
that it has developed a primitive mechanism using specific sub¬ 
stances, for example—proteins—to tag each “ individual entity.” 
Later the system learns about the existing primitive mechanism 
and evolves a more efficient device whereby “ individual entities ’’ are 





246 


Gordon Pask 

spatially separated regions connected, distinctively, with fibers as in 
a nervous system. The primitive and the efficient mechanisms are 
functionally equivalent to a natural historian who regards 
“ individuality ” as a “ behavioral characteristic ” but incomparable 
to a specialized observer for whom “ individuality ” is unmeasurable. 
(In the network I shall describe, it happens that regional con¬ 
nectivity is given, but it is possible to distinguish at least two 
equivalent mechanisms which are developed for mutual inhibition, 
one acting by energy depletion and one which involves a specific 
connectivity.) 

These ideas can be placed on a firm theoretical foundation by 
considering the system as it approaches a X state. In this limiting 
condition a specialized observer sees a meaningless activity from 
which he can only infer the existence of a chance machine. A natural 
historian, on the other hand, sees a system which is maximally 
sensitive to any disturbance and liable to develop any one of many 
equivalent structures according to the disturbance it happens to 
appreciate. However, I shall not pursue this theoretical argument. 
Having made the point that we must view constructed networks as 
though we were natural historians, just as we have to view the self¬ 
organizing networks given in nature, it will be more instructive to 
examine the behavior of a real mechanism. 

A Particular Physical Model 

I shall describe a model < 18 ) in which the “ currency ” of the abstract 
system becomes electrical energy and signals may be thought of, 
initially, as electrical impulses. It will be convenient to describe the 
physical representation of servomechanism elements and of malle¬ 
able material separately. 

(1) In the model a “ Maxwell Demon ” servomechanism is an 
energy dependent trial making amplifier. Due to a mechanism 
which involves a refractory interval, it may distinguish its own 
output from the output of other elements, or the delayed effect of 
its own output acting as an input.* The element produces electrical 
output impulses called trials, because in the first place sufficient 
electrical energy is dissipated to modify the state and thus the 
connectivity of the surrounding material, and secondly, because 


* In this respect the model is similar to the scheme discussed in ref. 19 . 
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! the impulse, transmitted through any existing connections may 
I affect the trial making activity of other elements. 

Each element has an electrical reservoir in which trial making 
energy is accumulated. Occasionally, the stored energy is dissipated 
by autonomous trial. In general, however, the sequence of trials is 
modified by inputs received, at a much lower energy level, from other 
elements in the sense that an input stimulates the occurrence of a 
trial. The gain of the element, as an amplifier, is a function of the 
average difference between input and trial energy, and in practice, 
we may look upon any element as a servomechanism which is 
seeking to maximize interaction, subject both to energetic constraints 
and those imposed by the connectivity built up as a result of the 
previous activity. 

(2) To clarify the presentation I have separated the energy supply 
network from the connectivity or signal network. 

As shown in Fig. 4 the trial making amplifiers receive energy- 
in this case electrical current—from a resistance-capacitance network 
into which a current 6 passes at one or more points of symmetry. 



Fig. 4. 
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The resistance-capacitance network may be loaded as a result of 
excessive trial making activity on the part of a particular amplifier. 
If so, a local depletion will occur thus reducing the effective source- 
potential and the effective gain of the amplifier concerned. 

The signal network is built up as a result of current passed by 
these amplifiers through a solution of ferrous sulphate, which is the 
malleable material M. As shown in Fig. 4, the current path is 
completed via a set of electrodes. 

The electrode associated with each amplifier may act either as a 
source or a sink of d.c. current, according to whether a trial is or is 
not being made. If a trial is being made the amplifier also produces 
an a.c. signal at its electrode, which may be received by any electrode 
which is acting as a sink for d.c. current. 

The solution itself is moderately conductive to the a.c. and the d.c. 
signals. However, if a d.c. current is passed between a source and a 
sink, a very low-resistance metallic thread develops from the sink 
along the line of maximum current, and gradually an entire network 
of threads is built up. The line of maximum current, where a par¬ 
ticular thread develops, will depend upon the electrodes which are 
energized and also upon the existing network of threads since these, 
being of low resistance, act as extensions of the point electrodes. 
Thus, the network of threads not only distributes the a.c. signals 
which deliver inputs to the elements, but determines the further 
development of the network itself. 

Once a thread is formed, there is a tendency for it to dissolve, due 
to a local acidity. A stable thread is thus in a dynamic equilibrium 
determined by the competition of a building up and a dissolving 
back process. A thread exists as a stable entity only if it is passing 
sufficient current to keep it intact and if the current is appropriately 
distributed. Clearly the distribution which is appropriate depends 
upon the entire network and its activity. In general, the network of 
threads determines the environmental parameters in which any 
particular thread develops and any particular thread determines 
the environmental parameters in which a small segment develops. 
Thus, the natural history of this network presents an over-all 
appearance akin to the natural history of a developing embryo or 
that of certain ecological systems. 

Some of the mechanisms used in development are illustrated in 
Fig. 5. 
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(1) Shows a thread developing between electrodes d and e. It 
develops by a process of successive trial, nearly all the terminal 
trial threads being abortive. 

(2) Shows the introduction of a further electrode /, as a result ot 
which the thread may bifurcate. 



(3) Shows the development of the thread after bifurcation, but 
with only d and e energized. The effect of having previously 

energized /is apparent. ... 

(4) Shows what will happen if, either due to instability or 
mechanical injury, the thread is split. The point g, being relatively 
negative, builds up new thread whilst the point h, being relatively 
positive, suffers dissolution. The process gives rise to regeneration 
of the thread as a whole which occurs up the branches de and df 
even though only d and/are switched on. The existence of the thread 
has transformed the field which would have induced regenerative 
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development along (//only into a field which induces development 
of de and df 

If a subset of the electrodes are associated with the output con¬ 
nections of sensory devices which in turn receive an input from an 
environment, and if a further subset of these electrodes are associated 
with devices able to effect the environment the network will interact 
and change state, seeking dynamic equilibrium with reference to 
the environment. The extent of the active region, produced in the 
network as a result of this search, will depend upon the informational 
variety of the environment and the value of d (Fig. 6). 



The adaptive process will lead to some system which can interact 
in a stable fashion, with the environment. However, suppose that 
an observer tags a subset of the possible stable relationships as 
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desirable; in particular, suppose he wishes the system to act as a 
control mechanism, which achieves some state of affairs in the 
environment. He can train the system to adapt specifically in this 
way by controlling 6. Even a procedure such as increasing the value 
of 6 only if the desired state is achieved will lead by natural selection 
to a structure which is a control mechanism aiming to achieve 
this state. 

The over-all energy, or over-all currency, variable 6 is here being 
used as a reward variable. This use of the term “ reward ” is, 
perhaps, unusual, and is certainly distinct from “ rewards ” which 
imply that a certain rewarded action becomes more probable. 
In the present case, when the network is rewarded, we mean that it 
is given permission to develop, that more of the constructional 
material may be used for making threads, and that more amplifiers 
may be included in the signal network and as part of the system. 
However, no restriction is placed upon the kind of development, 
which depends upon the existing structure. 

A specialized observer would find this an unsatisfactory learning 
machine, because although it will learn what he wishes, he cannot 
tell how it learns, how to reward it, or how large it is. Before 
considering how a natural historian might administer a reward 
(according to the present contentions, with greater success), I 
should like to exhibit a few more characteristics of this model. 

(a) We have already seen that given appropriate surroundings 
(namely a world of ferrous sulphate liberally bespattered with 
amplifiers) the system could extend wherever there is energy. Such 
a world is unlikely, so we enquire what will happen when a develop¬ 
ing system reaches a boundary such that there is no more ferrous 
sulphate. This is the most primitive possible demarcation of an 
environment. Equally, of course, a boundary can be imposed as 
shown in Fig. 6. 

(b) Keeping to the primitive case, the answer is that the system 
will endeavour to trade with the environment in the sense that some 
way of effecting the environment or some change of state in response 
to changes in the environment will elicit the reward of more energy. 

(c) It will simplify the discussion to suppose that the system has 
its state changes coupled in some determinate manner to parameters 
of the environment and that the problem of getting a reward is thus 
a problem of sensing those changes in the environment which require 
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a particular response in order to achieve a reward. How, then, does 
the system appreciate its surroundings ? 

(d) It does so by developing specific sensory receptors. Note, first 
of all, that a thread structure is slightly sensitive to many disturb¬ 
ances, mechanical, chemical and electrical. Such disturbances, which 
will be encountered at the boundary, elicit some change of state. 
If this state change is unrewarded the disturbance in question will, 
however, be taken as irrelevant and will have little effect upon the 
system. But suppose that a disturbance, for example, a vibration or 
a change of acidity induces a state change which is rewarded (in 
other words suppose the environment is such that when part of the 
boundary is acid or vibrates some particular modification of the 
environment parameters makes more energy available to the system) 
then the system will adapt so that the boundary region becomes 
specifically sensitive to acidity or vibration. No teleological 
arguments are required to describe this process of building a sensory 
receptor for those variables which are sensed with advantage. 
Reward means permission to build more structures out of basic 
material. Thus a sensory receptor (which appears because the 
particular region of the boundary which did minimally respond to 
the environmental stimulus is duplicated and enlarged) will form as a 
logical consequence of specifically rewarding a system in which the 
elementary units have no well specified function and may not be 
regarded as components. Thread structures are just as good parts 
for pH meters and microphones as they are parts of memory 
registers and connections. 

(e) From this it appears that the system can act like a natural 
historian and develop its own criteria of relevance and bring about 
any relation with respect to its environment. 

(/) Although the input of such a system is badly specified, so far 
as a specialized observer is concerned this does not mean that the 
system is unable to distinguish input variables precisely. On the 
contrary, a system may discriminate variables by elaborating its 
receptor mechanisms to an arbitrary extent, if reward is contingent 
upon sensing the variables in question. However, it is possible to 
show by a recursive argument, that a specialized observer will nearly 
always be ignorant of the variables which are, at any moment, being 
sensed by the system. 

(g) Even if the world of ferrous sulphate is finite the system can 
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trade in an indefinite number of ways with its surroundings and in 
this sense the environment boundary is a fiction. Using this assertion 
we can mark imaginary boundaries at arbitrary points in the system 
and examine the trade which takes place across them. This technique 
was tacitly adopted when discussing the different “ mechanisms ” 
for achieving “ individuality/’ In other words different kinds of 
trading—different sensory receptors—are a special and dramatic 
case of the different mechanisms which exist as a commonplace 
feature of the system’s activity. 

(h) Again, these mechanisms evolve one from another. When we 
were discussing 44 individuality ” the system 44 learned ” about a 
primitive mechanism in order to evolve a less primitive and (to the 
natural historian) equivalent mechanism. At any stage in its 
development (when the system is observed over a short interval) 
there will exist an heirarchy of mechanisms, corresponding to 
different stages in its evolution.* Most of these will be vestigial, 
but the stability of the system derives from their existence and the 
possibility of their reactivation in adverse conditions.f 

Rewarding Strategies 

Returning to the strategy of a natural historian, it will be con¬ 
venient to use some descriptive mathematics, again with the 
provision that the approach is tentative and will probably be replaced 
by more elegant and tractable techniques. In the first place let us 
recall: 


(a) That a behavioral characteristic ” is, for example, possession 
of 44 memory ” or 44 docility ” or 44 habituation.” 

(b) The predictability condition 44 & ” required by a natural 
historian. 

(c) The idea of a reference frame. 

id) The assertion that a reference frame determines either: 

(i) a set of relevant variables, or 

(ii) a set of components which have some function—such as 
being neurones or something even more specific. 


by^ofesor^Bishop? 2 *)™ 0 * 1116 * ^ ° f bi ° ] ° Sical as 

t If, in the course of interaction with a system, we define certain regions as 
atdylppficable^ 0 ^ 01 McCulIoch ’ s (Ref ' 21 >] ^liability calculus is immedi- 
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It will now be more convenient to adopt the latter restriction and 
to suppose that an observer in a sees components (the things which 

he calls neurones) as entities, a l9 a 2 , .in a network. Similarly, 

an observer in f} sees b l9 b 2f .(as the different entities he calls 

neurones). On the other hand, a natural historian takes different 
entities as being his basic elements on different occasions. He 
chooses the entities which allow him to make sense of and interact 
with the system. 

We may now argue: 

(1) If t/j 2 .are the behavioral characteristics discussed by 

a natural historian in terms of the names V M V c of recognized 
states and the names P l P m of stimulus procedures, there will 
be sets of names, some empty, such that all V j and all Pi 
included in ^ refer to the /?th-characteristic. 

(2) A Behavioral Characteristic may, at an instant t imply several 
distinct mechanisms. Thus, the pth-characteristic may imply 
any of g p mechanisms. 

Pi P 2 . 9 tp 

(3) In a Reference Frame a we may assert, at t the existence of na t 
active elements a and in assert n$ t active elements b . In 
general: 

»«, ^ n h 

(4) There is a relation A which maps the m t < Sg mechanisms 
active at t into the set of elements defined in a. Considering 
only the pth-characteristic this relation A a may be: 


**p\ fyz . ^9 



If the mechanism p is in a self-organizing system then A is, as 
shown, a many to many relation. Further A is different for all 
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(5) Sufficiently microscopic observation would discern elements 

s 1 s 2 . s„ o, with n ot > n at , n ot > n pti for all a and /? such 

that mapping A 0 is many to one like: 



fifig 



However, if the system is self-organizing, the elements s are 
inaccessible to a real observer. 

(6) Let % d)t equal the number of mapping arrows which converge 
upon p ipd) in the mapping A 0 specified at t. 

(7) Let a (pd)t be a variable which is equal to 1 if and only if p^ is 
active at t namely if and only if at least one mapping arrow 
converges upon p^) in the mapping A 0 specified at t. 

(8) When a natural historian rewards a system he Increases the 
value of a variable d so that if a system is rewarded: 

6 t +i > 0* 

(9) We have argued that the effect of increasing 6 is to allow those 
mechanisms active at t to develop. 

Thus % d)t+ i > % d )t if and onl y if 6 i+i > and °(*0* ^ L 
In general this implies: 

n 0t +i > »oi 

The effect of a reward upon A a and A^ is, or course, unspecified. 

(10) Thus if a natural historian knows, or is able to determine that, 
the variable a pd = 1 he can reward the system, so that p pd 
becomes a dominant mechanism, for mediating the behavioral 
characteristic ift p . This will be the case only if the condition 
is satisfied. Visually represented: 
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(11) Consider only the behavioral characteristic <j> and thus assume 
that all and P t are included in £ p . 

{12) that each mechanism Ppj embodies a Composition 

Rule Ej in the sense that operations VJE.)P, correspond to 
the operations of this mechanism. 

(13) If so the pair EjR, will permit satisfaction of “ & ” and con- 
sequently we write E ) = E). Equally, all Composition Rules 
is ,• are embodied in some mechanism. 

(14) From (9) and (10) if the natural historian rewards the system 
only if the condition “ & ” is satisfied for his choice of E\ 
the mechanism p pi will become dominant, the Composition 

o tT E ‘ W ‘ U b6COme “ 0re Widely a PP Hcable > and 6,. will increase. 

(15) The process is symmetrical for we can regard the natural 
historian as rewarded by achieving “ 

(16) More specific strategies are needed if the system is being 
trained as a specific control mechanism. A single case will be 
suggested. 

(17) Let us apply these arguments to each p. 

(18) In this case it is possible to conceive a convergence of inter¬ 
action by reward such that A 0 is so modified that for at least 
one a the mapping A a is a many to one projection. 



In this case, in its terminal condition, the system may be 
described in a single reference frame a which is not, however, 
determined at the outset of interaction. Thus the system will 
have been trained not to be a self-organizing system. It is a 
finite learning machine. 

At the moment it is impossible to provide a general description 
of the way in which any specified objective should modify the process 
of interaction. One might avoid the problem by thinking of the 
natural historian as always a real person and the objective as 
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something he keeps in mind. This would, however, seriously restrict 
the admissible training procedures. 

Moreover, a theoretical solution is almost certainly possible, since 
any arbitrary partitioning of a self-organizing system should produce 
two sub-systems, one of which is being trained by the other. As an 
Empirical Confirmation of this, it is possible to train a self-organizing 
system using an adaptive teaching machine < 22 - 23 > (which is itself a 
finite learning machine) as a natural historian in place of the 
human being. 

THE CHARACTER AND UTILITY OF 
SELF-ORGANIZING SYSTEMS 

In conclusion let us review a number of self-organizing systems 
and consider how our knowledge of their natural history can be used. 

By restricting the energy supply of an initially undifferentiated 
system (according to an appropriate rewarding strategy) it cap be 
trained to act as a Control Mechanism. Clearly, however, this 
Control Mechanism has little in common with a programmed 
computer connected to a process by well defined input devices and 
output devices. 

Take, for example, a chemical process. The control mechanism, 
in the present sense, is something which exists, perhaps on a catalytic 
surface, within the reaction vessel. It is sold by the cubic foot. Its 
inputs are sensory receptors, developed in the same manner as the 
rest of the network, and thus, although a variable such as pH may 
be sensed, we should not be able to indicate what part of the net¬ 
work sensed it, or to say that any part sensed it exclusively. The 
outputs of the control mechanisms might, in this case, be regional 
activations of the catalytic surface supporting the network. 

Although metallic thread structures are conceptually useful, 
the particular model has a limited field of practical application. 
However, many building materials are available, and it seems likely 
that the optimum choice of materials will be different for different 
applications. Thus, in chemical control mechanism, the self¬ 
organizing system can sometimes be built up from the actual 
reactants. 

There are two lines of thought, one leading us closer to con¬ 
ventional control mechanisms and one leading us further away. 
Pursuing the first, it is always possible to replace the process which 
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creates elements in a self-organizing system by an equivalent process 
which activates elements that already exist in large numbers. 
Similarly a network in which connectivity is built up is always 
equivalent to some network which has been derived from a large 
and fully connected plexus by removing connection. 

Applying one or both of those equivalences we arrive at self¬ 
organizing systems either specially constructed, like some of the 
networks of the Illinois project, < 24 > or, when feasible, programmed 
on to a computer, like Selfridge’s Pandemonium. < 26 > In the latter 
case, currency appears as an abstract cost function, but it is important 
to notice that reward must still mean permission to develop; for 
example, permission to take over more storage capacity in the 
computer or to replicate a demon. This connotation of reward is 
typical of a self-organizing system and distinguishes it from a 
superficially comparable structure. 

Programmed systems of this kind are useful as research tools, as 
functional models of the brain, or when associated with a process 
by conventional input and output devices as control mechanisms 
which can deal with a non-stationary process.< 26 > 

Pursuing the second line of thought it occurs that nature has 
provided us with excellent physical models of self-organizing systems 
made out of protein. Beer* 27 > has discussed the possibility of using 
unicellulars, the colonial behavior of which is taken as organization, 
as the amplifying elements in a machine. He and I have examined 
models, where currency is food supply and unicellulars like para- 
mecium, are active elements, sufficiently to show that such colonial 
organization may be coupled to a real process. 

Self-organizing systems lie around us. There are quagmires, the 
fish in the sea, or intractable systems like clouds. Surely we can make 
these work things out for us, act as our control mechanisms, or 
perhaps most important of all, we can couple these seemingly 
uncontrollable entities together so that they control each other. 
Why not, for example, couple the traffic chaos in Chicago to the 
traffic chaos of New York in order to obtain an acceptably self¬ 
organizing whole ? Why not associate individual brains to achieve 
a group intelligence?* 28 * 

These will remain intriguing ideas and no more until definite 
procedures are specified. There is a great deal of work to be done, 
but even at the present stage it is possible to envisage the form these 
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procedures must take. According to the present contentions there 
exist at least two sets of rules. The first set are rules, of a somewhat 
ephemeral character, which help a natural historian (or an adaptive 
machine) to interact efficiently with a self-organizing system (or in 
some cases determine the interaction of two self-organizing systems). 
As a result of the interaction some continually changing descriptive 
model is built up. Knowing this model, and in particular knowing 
the entities which are regarded at any moment as “ elements ” 
of the self-organizing system a second set of rules (which refer, for 
example, to reliability and habituation) come into play. The second 
set of rules are, in themselves determinate but they are applied to a 
“ model ” (the natural historian’s model) which continually changes 
its relation to the real world. 
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DISCUSSION 

Newell: I am not quite sure that I understand this notion of the point of 
view on the natural historian. Let me ask you a question by proposing an example 
and seeing how this fits with your notion. 

Pask: Very good, 

Newell: If we wish to describe a human behaving, solving problems in 
logic, and we wish to build a program that describes him, then empirically it 
turns out about the only way any of us ever found out how to do it is to start 
from the beginning and proceed to build the program forward. We thus proceed 
for the first little bit of his behavior until that goes foul and then go back 
and proceed to reconstruct the program and again start out from the 
beginning until we run into the next little bit of behavior where it doesn’t work, 
and so on, until in some sense we proceed through the entire structure of 
behavior. 

Whenever you tell this to people they always ask why you don’t in some 
sense first characterize what he does roughly and then specify this a little more 
and the empirical answer is, every time we try it this way we can’t do it and the 
only time we ever seem to make progress is in some sense where we proceed 
almost at full detail at least the full details we can tolerate—and simply cruise 
in and follow, if I may now impose the word, the natural history, and follow 
in the footsteps of the person himself building the program as we go along. 

Can you juxtapose this with your notion of a natural historian in some way? 

Pask: If you will permit me, I will invert the example because the distinction 
I am making is only made for a finite observer. In other words, this distinction 
of a natural historian from a specialized observer is one that exists simply because 
observers are not almighty. If indeed they were, of course, they could get at a 
rock bottom, unambiguous, state description of the system. Equally well, they 
could split the system up into parts, each of which would have a definite function. 
However, we are imperfect observers but still find scattered around us in the 
real world, systems like dogs and elephants and such like things, which it would 
be too difficult, perhaps, too costly, for us to split down analytically in this way. 
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which have well defined function, f°!have an indefinitely large number 

But you can do this only if you are prepared ^ ^ to construct a growing 

of these well defined components beca y . , fi it ly of course, m the case 

model which, if left on its own, of energy or food is 

^outatiSafa value function so defined that it costs some¬ 
thing to take over m oreb| ts o f store. we are thinking of real live 

This is certainly equivalent but m fa^ ^ co n tro ui n g chemical processes 

systems which we are going to use, for examp ^ which are rendered 

we are really much more >? terest * d " X t they «m alter their own relevance 
non-bounded by the interesting co d building sense organs, can alter 

Shl I P f I cln have a minute to c ^ f en t ! ^ial ” mSnisms^f just the sort 
system you will find a hierarchy of jestigi ^ ^ wordSj a primitive 
Professor Bishop commented upo y . bl y d th mac hine will then learn 
mechanism will evolve for™ one. At any stage 
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of the system’s development we should be able to observe both mechanisms more 
, or less active. One is inclined to say it is crazy, that this machine has two ways 
of doing the same thing. But on second thought it is natural for a system to 
learn from its past attempts and make improvements. 





THE RELIABILITY OF BIOLOGICAL 
SYSTEMS* 


Warren S. McCulloch 
Institute of Technology , Cambridge, Mass. 


I have been working since 1917, in one way or another, on the 
problem of how man knows a number. For a while I wasted my 
time in psychology, then in physiology, and then in symbolic logic. 
Because I could not come to grips with the problem without better 
knowledge of the human brain, I studied medicine. 

The most remarkable thing a doctor ever experiences is to deliver 
a baby. It comes out a certifiable suckling and it performs this 
sucking with great precision, although there are a few mistakes. 
This leads the physician to realize that, on the level of the human 
life, he is up against an enormously well-organized system that is 
consequently stable in its performances. So I look at the problem 
of self-organizing systems somewhat differently from anyone who 
begins with the presupposition of randomness. 

The ultimate particles of physics must fit and stick to make atoms 
and those atoms must fit and stick to make molecules, and so it 
goes, up the scale of the natural objects, to the most complicated 
thing one knows about: man, always with enormously strong, close- 
range forces binding the parts together. 

When we build a gadget out of components, we torture the 
materials; we lack atomic glues. We deal with large blocks of stuff 
sawed out like a piece of wood from a tree, where they belonged 
together, to make a thing, like this table, that couldn’t withstand a 
hurricane for half an hour. The natural thing and the artifact are 
not alike. 


^° rk su PP° rted in P^t by the U.S. Army (Signal Corps), the 
U.S. Air Force (Office of Scientific Research, Air Research and Development 
Command), and the U.S. Navy (Office of Naval Research); and in part by the 
National Institutes of Health. 
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I didn’t appreciate how unlike they are even three or four years 
ago, for I thought of a nerve cell as a bag full of salt water. But now 
I am convinced that the inside of the nerve cell is as structured as 
the inside of a paramecium. I do not believe that even the water in 
it is free. There is no such disorder in it as there is in a solution. 

Dr. von Foerster told us that order, whatever else it is, is funda¬ 
mentally a redundancy of structure; so that which is ordered can 
be described in a smaller number of terms. That which is redundant 
is, to the extent that it is redundant, stable. It is therefore reliable. 
It is only out of redundancy that one can buy security. 

I went to M.I.T. to work on the circuit theory of brains because 
I was convinced that brains are devices for transmitting information. 
That is the way they have their truck with the totality of the world. 
Everything else is irrelevant. The physician needs to consider the 
energetics only when he has to treat an insane man or an epileptic; 
that is, only when the brain is diseased. 

I thought that I would be able, in terms of information theory, to 
study the redundancies of code and the redundancies of channels, 
and so on, and simply transfer the proper theorems to the kind of 
redundancies that are most important in the bulk of the brain. 
As yet, we don’t know all of them. There is redundancy of code 
and there is redundancy of channel; but there are kinds of stability 
you can buy with the redundancy of code that you cannot buy with 
the redundancy of channel, and vice versa. Personally, I have worked 
only on redundancy of calculation. By that I mean that the informa¬ 
tion is brought to a lot of so-called neurons, and these crummy 
neurons, working in parallel computation, can come out with the 
right answer even though the component neurons are misbehaving. 
I always expected, and so, I think, did Shannon and Elias, that we 
would be able to transfer many of our solutions from any one of 
these fields to the others; but they now appear to be radically 
different. The reliability you can buy with redundancy of calculation 
cannot be bought with redundancy of code or of channel. 

There is one more type of redundancy I want to speak about for a 
moment. That is the redundancy of potential command. Until 
two or three weeks ago I took it for granted that the redundancy of 
potential command was simply a redundancy of calculation. Now 
I am sure it isn’t. Suppose you have, as you have in your reticular 
formation, or as you have in a naval fleet, knots of communication 
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in cells or ships and that each of these stations receives information 
from practically the whole of the organism or the fleet, but no two 
are coded alike. The information is probably pulse-interval- 
modulated and the signal probably carries the signature of its origin 
and word of what is going on there. Other stations may receive 
much the same information differently coded, but there is no 
assurance that all will get all of the incoming information. 

In such a network as the reticular formation in your brain you 
have a structure in which any small number of cells can actually 
accumulate the necessary information, and, simply because they 
have that information, start buzzing. This decides that you attend 
to something to your right or go out and get your lunch, you go 
to sleep, or what not. If disease shoots out any particular cell, 
there are plenty of other cells that have much of the same information. 
A few of them, agreeing, run the works. Thus we have a redundancy 
of potential command in which knowledge constitutes authority. 
This needs study; but not discussion here. 

What I shall present to-day is the redundancy of calculation. In it 
there are ridiculous troubles on account of misbehavior of small 
whole numbers that have delayed me unduly. 

I ha.ve worked since 1952 to develop what I will call a probabilistic 
logic in the sense in which John von Neumann used the phrase. 
By “ probabilistic logic ” von Neumann did not mean a logical 
calculus composed of certain functions of arguments which were 
uncertain—i.e. a calculus of probabilities. [He meant a calculus in 
which the functions were uncertain, whether the arguments were 
certain or only probablepThis, his usage, has nothing to do with 
multiple truth-valued logics, which I have never found to be of any 
help in this problem. The neuronal diagrams that he and we have 
employed are formal devices for arithmetical operations, and their 
resemblances to real neurons is of no logical significance and only a 
stimulus to neurophysiological investigation. The neuronal nets are 
not a development of BirkhofT s lattice theory, and, though they have 
superficial resemblances, neither has assimilated the other. The 
operations of these probabilistic symbols upon each other are not 
simple matrix multiplications. 

I have brought you uncorrected copies of my Quarterly Progress 
Report on probabilistic logic. It constitutes Part B of my presentation. 

I have also brought you a very rough first draft of the paper I am 
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about to read to you. It will appear in a later Quarterly Progress 
Report. Call it Part A. 

I would like to present the results of half a dozen years of thinking 
in half an hour. To make it easier for you I have put at your disposal 
uncorrected copies of both parts of what I am about to say. Both are 
but continuations of work presented in Teddmgton under the title, 
Agathe TycheS There I described solutions to these problems 
raised by John von Neumann/ 2 - 3 ) as to the action of the nervous 
system. They are concerned with (1) circuits which have the same 
output for the same input when all component neurons undergo a 
common shift of threshold so that each component computes some 
new function of its input; (2) the design of circuits more reliable 
than their components; and (3) the nature of neurons that makes 
them more flexible in computation than any man-made devices. 

The symbols used there, and here, to describe the functions com¬ 
puted by neurons are derived from Venn’s* 4 ) diagrams for the inter¬ 
section of classes. In this case, the classes are composed of events 
each of which is the signal that an event of that class has occurred. 
When a jot appears in such a diagram in any place it indicates that 
the neuron whose action it represents is supposed to fire under that 
condition. Thus each Venn symbol pictures Wittgenstein’s Truth 
Table* 5 ) for that function. Every line in a Venn diagram divides 
all other spaces into two spaces. Thus the Venn symbol for a 
neuron with 6 inputs has 2 s spaces. Here are my diagrams (Fig. 1). 



Fig. 1. Venn symbols for 8 equal to 2, 3 and 4. 


For larger 6 it is more convenient to use Oliver Selfridge’s device 
consisting of cosine waves each twice the amplitude and half the 
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frequency of its predecessor, so as to generate the sequences of 
spaces S 0 through S 2 s -1 of Table I of part B. It is only of existential 
importance in part A, for it allows us to consider d of any size, 
though the Venn symbols actually exemplified in it are for d = 3. 

Part A 

INFALLIBLE NETWORK OF FALLIBLE NEUTRONS 
When I presented Agathe Tyche I thought that no circuit could 
preserve error-free action if it were composed of 3 neurons each 
receiving only two inputs. To correct this, let me replace the jot in 
any Venn sumbol by 1 if the jot is always present, by 0 if it is always 
absent, and by p if it is present with a probability p due to a shift 
of the threshold 6 of the neuron it represents. Thus 



Fig. 2. An infallible net of 8 = 2 neurons. 
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A nor B occurs. For error-free operation, some spaces in the Venn 
symbols must have 0 or 1. I place each symbol inside the iodogram 
of its neuron and draw Fig. 2 in which each of those of the first 
rank receives signals from A and from B , and both play on the 
output neuron at the bottom. A formula of the first rank is one whpse 
arguments are independent. A formula of the second rank is made 
by replacing the arguments with formulas of the first rank. Thus 
in Fig. 2, the top two neurons are of the first rank and the lower is of 
the second rank. 

For nets of neurons of 2 inputs, i.e. whose <5 is 2, zero error can be 
achieved only for tautology and contradiction with some p in every 
chi (%), that is, by keeping the fixed jots or blanks in such positions 
that, when added, they form tautology or contradiction. But, as the 
complement of tautology is contradiction and that of contradiction 
is tautology, these lead only to themselves and to no significant 
functions of their primitive propositions. I might write this 



Thus this circuit always computes tautology, for it fires for any 
combination of the truth values of A and B. Similarly I may write 
for contradiction 



The two neurons of the first rank need only be such that the ones in 
each added to those in the other are sufficient to insure a one in 
every place—i.e. they must be complements under tautology. 
Yet, since the complement of tautology is contradiction and, of 
contradiction, is tautology, these are useless for generating any 
other function free of error. Tautology and contradiction tell us 
nothing about the world, and it is only these other functions that 
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are significant. I should like to add here that if one is given a single 
significant function without error one can compute it and its com¬ 
plement without error, using only fallible neurons. 



H Ho j=ioo 



(b) Venn symbols 


Fig. 3. Error-free net of 8 = 3 neurons. 

This limitation disappears with <3 = 3. For instance, consider 
the net of Fig. 3(a) for nondegenerate* d = 3 neurons. In Fig. 3(b) 

* A nondegenerate neuron is a neuron for which a change of one in 0 either 
increases or decreases the number of jots in the Venn symbol by one. 
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are shown, the Venn symbols for these neurons with the order in 
which jots are added as 0 decreases indicated—i.e. if 0 = 7, the 
symbol has a jot in position 1; if 0 = 6, jots are located in 1 and 2; 
if 0 = 5 they are located at 1, 2, and 3; and so on, until for 0 = 0 
all eight spaces in the symbol contain jots. The neurons of the first 
rank will all be certainly fired when all three inputs are present. 
The first may also be fired by the combination of inputs A x and 
A 100 ; the second may be fired by the combination of inputs A x 
and A 10 ; and the third by A 10 and A 1QQ . Thus none of the first 
rank neurons can be fired by a single input, and furthermore no 
combination of two inputs can fire more than one. The output 
neuron will certainly be fired when all three first rank neurons are 
fired and may be fired by any combination of two of them. However, 
it has been shown that only the presence of all three inputs A lt 
A 10 and A 100 will cause more than one of the first rank neurons to 
fire. Therefore only this combination will result in an output from 
the net. Thus in each Venn symbol any of the p’s can be replaced 
by a 0 or 1 without affecting the network output of the network. 


A, A 0 



t 

P 



0 



ir-Z 




0 



0 


Fig. 4. Derivation of an infallible net. 


The following algorithm will serve for the derivation of error-free 
nets when d is odd. Let J = 2 8 mod 6, and let f be the number of 
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jots that may be added harmlessly to the Venn symbol that can 
stand fewest additions of any Venn symbol in its rank; write the 
desired function (V r ) of J or fewer jots as l*s in more than half 
of the Vj. In V k enter the required 1 in the proper space, and p 
in all of its other spaces for the intersections of more than half of 
its arguments (see Fig. 4). There are 2 5 " 1 of these spaces, one of 
which contains the 1: Therefore the number of p’s in V k , call 
it tfj k9 is 2 (a ~ 1) — 1. 

In every Vj there remain 2 8 — J empty spaces in which p’s may be 
placed if they do not occur in the same space in more than J(<5 — 1) 
of the V r This permits them harmlessly in J(2 a — J )(<5 — l)^ -1 



v. 



Fig. 5. Infallible network with third-rank output neuron. 

spaces of each F y . Now, for d odd, J is 2 if <3 is prime. Harmless p’s 
are most numerous when J is smallest. Hence the maximum 
h = (2 5 - - 1) = (2 5_1 - l)(d - l>3-i. 
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Writing i[j* for 2 d f max , we have 

f k = 2~ 8 (2 5 " 1 - 1) - K1 - 2 1 " 5 ); 

and 

f . = 2 “^- 1 ( 2 5 " 1 - 1 ) 0 $ - 1 ) - K 1 - 2 1 " 5 )(1 - S - 1 ) 

Hence, 

lim t fj* k = lim f* — \ 

8 —►« 6-*-ot> 

The binomial coefficient for the central term when d is even has to 
be allotted either to the V j or else to V ki and its effect diminishes 
comparatively slowly, without affecting the limits. 

Functions of J or fewer 0’s can be constructed similarly. Any 
additional 1 or 0 after J decreases i//j by 1, reaching a maximum 
loss of |(2 S — J) in the V j9 thus effectively halving f). When not 
all J are used for l’s or 0’s, this space can be occupied in only some 
of the Vj and so is not increased. 

For nets with 2 ranks, Vj and V h neurons, and one third-rank 
output neuron V h ^ and ijj h increase to equal ip k for all neurons, 
and almost all may have one additional p harmlessly as in Fig. 5, 
where = 3 in F i==10 o and in V h ^ i0 and in V k . 

We compute the number of nondegenerate infallible nets of two 
ranks thus: For each V i there are 



which meet the requirements, and for V k there are 



The number of nondegenerate nets is 


second we define the least as x ~f 1 and suppose that they differ 
from each other by 1 step in 6. Then 
K® +i) 

6 + 1 

~ 

1 i(S + l) + l 


X + 


2 (integers) 




^ (integers) 
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, > l+i [@ +,, _(i+i + 1 )]-i+I, 

which is 6 + 1 . 6 ~ 3 

2 2 

Hence the least term is 


'<5 + 1 6 - 3\ 

2 ' T7 



i. 


and the greatest is [(<5 -f l)/2] 2 ; but this, which yields f ki is as far 
from equal strengths as possible. The allowable change in threshold 
is decreased only by a factor l/2<$[(<$ 2 - 1)/((S 2 -f 3)]. 

For example: if V k has 7 inputs, each with a value of -f 13, its 
output is error-free for 39 < 0 < 91, which is reduced by letting 
the inputs range from + 10 to + 16 to 45 < Q < 91. Thus the 
remaining usable range of d , A*0, exceeds J, while J - (1 /2 7 )]. 

Note that if one is willing to forego the possibility of a jot appear¬ 
ing in the position for none in V h thus reducing i/j k to [£ — (1 /2 6 )], 
the value of A*0 is 66-6% for equal afferents and 56% for afferents 
ranging from -f 10 to + 16. 

Since the measured variation, A0, of real neurons is ±5%, we 
look next at the permissible independent variation of the strength 
of afferent signals to V h when these strengths were intended to be 
equal. Clearly, any selection of (6 — l)/2 signals has a maximum 
sum less than the minimum sum for d signals. Let t be the intended 
strength of a and, for large <$, it is nearly (2 5 - 1 !) 4 , which is a large 
number but, divided by the number of all nets, is the negligible 
fraction 


(2«-i])4 

(2 8 \) 8 + 1 

If nets with more jots than J were equally numerous, and they are 
not, it would not multiply this fraction by more than (2 2§ — 4) 
which still leaves it negligible. Chance is unlikely to produce such 
nets or to discover them among nets supposed equiprobable. 

No comparable measures of the number or fraction of diagrams 
that are degenerate can be similarly computed, either because (1) 
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they do not change the function computed with every step of # 
or because (2) they change the symbol by two or more jots per step 
in 6 . What misled me in Agathe Tyche was that I had examined 
only output neuronal diagrams in which 6 < 3 and in which there 
was no inhibition of afferents by afferents, but only a direct action 
on the recipient neuron, and that, among these, only degenerate 
diagrams give ijj k . Clearly, the degeneracy of the second kind is 
greatest when all afferents have equal signal strength, and of the 
first kind when the strength of the afferents goes up maximally 
between none and the least one, etc. The first kind is therefore 
minimized by using the smallest whole numbers possible, and the 
second by having them as unequal as possible. 

Since in V k the spaces for (<$ + l)/2 arguments must be filled 
before any spaces for fewer arguments are filled, inputs each equal 
to one would produce the desired result with no degeneracy of the 
first kind but with maximum degeneracy of the second kind. To 
minimize the signal and A t its variation. Then 

i(« - 1) 5 

S (t + A*) < S (t — A*) 

Hence 

t 35-1 3 \ 35-1/ 

which always exceeds J. For example, for <5 = 3, with the intended 
strength, t, equal to 2, we have, 1 < (t ± At) < 3. To retain 
A0 of ± 5% of its intended value reduces these limits to 


1*05 <(t± A t) < 2-85, or \At\/t = 0-425. 

[When a variation of this size is experimentally produced in the 
afferent termination in the spinal cord of the cat, it alters the circuit 
action. Even post-tetanic potentiation and convulsive doses of 
strychnine alter the voltage of signals by less than 10%]. 

If we hold Ad to a minimum and the signals to their intended 
strength, we may permit variation, As, in the connections, or 
synapsis, s> to obtain a similar limit. 


jm < i 

5 3 
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But it is more reasonable to suppose that, on real neurons, the 

8 

sum of the afferents, 2(s ± As) = ds; whence 
|As|/s = <5 + l/<3-l 

whose limit as 6 -> oo is unity. For d = 3, to the nearest integer, 
s ± As = 2 ± 3 (see V k of Fig. 6) the range of 6 is from (— 1) to 
(+ 7) and 5 < 6 < 6, or Ad = ± 6*25%. 



Fig. 6. Network illustrating variation in synapsis. 


From the preceding paragraphs it is clear that the number of 
p’s that may appear in any Venn symbol for a given change in 6 is 
fixed only for nondegenerate diagrams, and that, for the degenerate 
diagrams, the fractional change in the jots is generally less than the 
fractional change in 6. Thus the actual reliability tends to exceed 
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expectation as the specifications of strengths of signals or of coupling 
(i.e. synapsis) are randomly perturbed. But it would be a work of 
supererogation to inquire into this in general, for the nature of real 
or of artificial neurons and the statistical specifications of their 
connections necessarily determine the weight to be alloted to each 
factor. 

If an educated guess as to real neurons and their nets is now 
permissible, it must take the general form of a A0 of ± 5%, a At of 
± 10%, which leaves As, for d > 3, less than ± 100% for synapsis 
for neurons of the second or higher rank. This presupposes that 
neurons of the first rank are relatively closely specified in synapsis 
in order to segregate possible errors. This is in harmony with much 
that is known of the auditory system, wherein pitch, loudness, and 
direction are initially decoded and thence transmitted over separate 
channels or in dissimilar codes. It begins to look as though the 
same were true of vision, of proprioception and of the stages of 
afferents from the skin following detection and amplification. Thus 
by the time information from any source reaches our great central 
computers we are in a region wherein crude specifications of statistical 
kinds should insure error-free calculation despite gross perturbation 
of threshold, of excitation, and even of local synapsis. This con¬ 
clusion follows from two assumptions: first, that we are dealing 
with a parallel computer of more than two afferents per neuron, 
and second, that the functions that their neurons compute are 
sufficiently dissimilar to insure, at at least one level, incompatibility of 
error in the functions computed. All else may be safely left in large 
measure to chance. 

Part B 

ON PROBABILISTIC LOGIC 

Formulae for any logical function of two arguments, and these 
are the usual ones of symbolic logic, can be reduced to a single 
Venn symbol by the rules given in Agathe Tyche for operators with 
jots in x’s. It is a special case of what we state here for any number 
of inputs and for the likelihood, 0 < < 1, of a jot appearing in 

the appropriate space, S-, of the Venn symbol. 

Any statement of the finite calculus of propositions can be ex¬ 
pressed as follows. Subscript the symbol for the d primitive pro¬ 
positions Aj, with j taking the ascending powers of 2 from 2° to 
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2 s " 1 written in binary numbers, A l9 A 10 , A 100t etc. Construct a V 
table with spaces S { subscripted with the integers i, in binary form, 
from 0 to 2 s — 1 (cf. columns S { of Table 1). 


Table 1 


Arguments 

Spaces* 

First Rank Output 

Input-Output 


A, 


s ( 

v»-i 

V h -io 

v k 

v r 


None 

-4i 

out^Sv in 

Po 

Pi 

Po 

Pi 

/ 

Po 

/ 

Pi 

tt 

Po 

// 

Pi 


^10 



PlO 

PlO 

PlO 

// 

PlO 


^4 io 

Ai 


Pll 

Pll 

Pll 

ff 

\ Pll 

^100 




P 100 

PlOO 


// 

PlOO 

^100 



/ 

PlOl 

PlOl 


// 

PlOl 

§ 

^4 io 



PllO 

Pno 


// 

Pno 

^100 

^4 10 

Ai 

N^lll 

Pill 

Pill 


// 

Pm 










Example 1 


Let V h be <5 

II 

be <5 — 

5 s . 

li 

© >. 

#o, i 

#o, io 

+p'l 

Po,i 

#o, io 

+ PlO 

#0,1 

Po, 10 

+ Pu 

Po,i 

Po, 10 

// / 

PlO = Po 

#10, 1 

#i, io 

+Pl 

PlO, 1 

#i, io 

+ Pl0 

#10,1 

Pi, 10 

+ Pll 

PlO, 1 

Pi, 10 


(as in Table 1), then we have: 


Po 

<h,i 

#1,10 

+ Pi 

Phi 

#1,10 

+ Pio 

# 1,1 

Pi, 10 

+Pll 

Phi 

Pi, 10 

Po 

#m, i 

#111,10 

+ Pl 

Pm,i 

#111,10 

+ PlO 

#m, l 

Pill, 10 

+ Pll 

Pm, l 

Pill, 10 


* For this Venn diagram I am indebted to O. Selfridge and M. L. Minsky. 
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Each i is the sum of one and only one selection of/s and so identifies 
its space as the concurrence of those arguments ranging from S 0 for 
none of the Aj to S 2 s_ { for all of them (cf. column of Table 1). 
Thus 1 and 100 are in 101 and 10 is not, for which we write 1 e 101 
and 100 <= 101 and 10 $ 101. In the given logical text first replace 
Aj by V h with a 1 in S { if j e i and with a 0 if./ $ i, which makes 
V h the truth-table of Aj with T — 1, F = 0. 

Repeated applications of a single rule serve to reduce symbols 
for probabilistic functions of any 3A j to a single table of prob¬ 
abilities, and similarly any uncertain functions of these, etc. to a 
single V r with the same subscripts of S r as the V h for the Aj (cf. V r of 
Table 1 where q = 1 — p). This rule reads: replace the symbol for a 
function by V k in which the k of S k are again the integers in binary 
form but refer to the h of V h , and the p k of V k betoken the likelihood 
of a 1 in S k . Construct V t and insert in S r the likelihood p r of a 
1 in S r computed by equation (1). (See example 1.) 

Pr = 2 r ' k II Pih II (1 ~ Pik> 

A:=0 hek h$k 

r ~ i r— i 
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DISCUSSION 

Uttley: I have thought for a long time about this fascinating theme of 
reliability out of unreliable units but there is something that is not physiologic¬ 
ally clear that worries me very much. Dr. McCulloch started by telling us about 
the incredible stability and organization of living systems as opposed to desks 
and chairs and he also said that he once thought a neuron was a bag with salt 
water inside of it and he now thinks it is highly organized inside. 

McCulloch: I certainly do. 
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Uttley: Well, now, I feel that neurons are not crummy, because to suggest 
that neurons are crummy is rather like suggesting they are filled with salt water. 
When we first put a microelectrode into some high-level part of the cortex we 
see apparently random firing impulses. I think it would be very brave to suggest 
that there is some true random principles going on here. We may use 
the probability theory to sidestep our ignorance, but I am worried about their 
being real unreliability about. We know in the rods in the retina there is pretty 
certainly some true randomness arising from the quantum uncertainty. What 
I rather doubt is that some future Heisenberg will come along and tell us that 
in the neuron, where we really do know all we can know about it, there is still some 
uncertainty. So I am very worried about the apparently different attitudes you 
have about biological systems being incredibly redundant and organized and 
yet crummy. 

McCulloch: Well, let’s begin. We are interested primarily in the nervous 
system. Half of all the people that are in the hospitals of the United States are 
there because something is wrong in the nervous system; so they constitute a 
very large fraction of all our woes. 

That these things go wrong all too often any psychiatrist can tell you. When 
you have as your daily customers the man that says that his automobile is 
twenty-two and twenty-two is his house number and goes to bed in the auto¬ 
mobile, you have to realize his circuit doesn’t always work correctly. (Laughter.) 

Suppose you have to design a circuit to last a lifetime without replacing 
components. I am 60 years old. In my cerebellum there must be by now at 
least a 10% loss in the Purkinje-cell population—perhaps a 20% loss. Yet the 
circuit still works. You have to design a brain so it can get drunk and still 
find its way home. You have to build it so you can anesthetize it without its 
dying of respiratory failure. It must take all kinds of abuse, general shifts of 
threshold, local shifts, etc. 

I was amazed when we ran into a 10% variation in the striking voltage at 
the node of Ranvier, which is probably a fair model of the trigger-point. I had 
guessed from old measurements of the size of the node of Ranvier that the 
variation would be less than one-tenth of 1 %, for it seemed larger compared to 
thermal noise at body temperature. At Teddington, where Dr. Young was in 
the Chair, I asked him whether I was crazy or whether the measurements were 
crazy. He said that from electron-microscope studies he believes the effective 
surface of the node of Ranvier is extremely small. 

When we attempt to miniaturize to the extent to which brains are miniaturized, 
we are going to have trouble at the levels of the component. We have to make 
use of a redundancy of computation to secure reliability of unreliable components. 

That is the crucial thing as far as I can see it. We can pack more and more 
computing surfaces into the volume but then we have to put these smaller 
components together so as to build back the stability we would have if we had 
one large surface. 

Newell: On the potential command, I was strikingly reminded of the 
pandemonium model. I wondered if there was some similarity here. And I was 
also reminded of the high rigidity in all the programming languages that we 
have to date which are rigid sequential languages. Pandemonium on the other 
hand is a rule of which it might be said, instead of doing whatever process comes 
next, you will always do what process shouts loudest. And the principle I 
thought you were enunciating is the principle that the man who has the informa¬ 
tion stands up and says, “ I know ”—in fact, he is the only one who stands up 
We have had one or two other examples of this mostly in the language translation 
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field in which one builds a programming language where one simply salts away 
in the expression large numbers of programs and then the one with the highest 
priority says, “ I am supposed to work.” He works, and then the next guy 
says, “ I am supposed to work,” and he works. 

I think there is a very significant trend in the programming language field 
to really get new ways of dealing with the language other than sequential controls. 

McCulloch: I think it is crucial. I agree with you entirely. I am not sure 
I caught the totality of the first part of your statement. 

Newell: It is very like pandemonium. 

McCulloch: Yes, it is very like pandemonium in many ways and it will 
be more like pandemonium when they install it in Jerry Lettvin s artificial 
neurons. These have the full Hodgkin-Huxley eighth order, nonlinear differential 
equation to describe their behavior. 
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Ttas paper is concerned exclusively with deterministic automata. 
Most of this symposium has been devoted to probabilistic automata 
so a word of explanation is in order. * 

It is perhaps true that deterministic theories are inadequate to 
account fully for growth, learning, mutation, evolution, and the 
actual operation of digital computers, and hence that a probabilistic 
theory is required for a full explanation of all these phenomena. 
Nevertheless, a discussion of deterministic automata is not out of 
place in a symposium on self-organizing systems. We cannot fully 
understand probabilistic automata until we know the limits of 
deterministic ones, i.e. what deterministic automata cannot do. 
Moreover, a probabilistic automaton may be regarded as a deter- 
mimstic automaton to which has been added a probability measure 
governing the transitions between states. Just as both determin¬ 
istic and probabilistic theories have been important in physical 
science, we may expect both kinds to be fruitful in the study of 

A complete theory of self-organizing systems must show exactly 
what role determinism plays in these systems. I accept von Neumann’s 
suggestion that automata theory must include probabilistic as well 
as deterministic logics, W but I also believe with him that 
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deterministic analyses of such phenomena as self-reproduction 
are of interest (see Section 4 below). 

Various species of deterministic automata have been studied. 
Turing machines have been intensively investigated, both directly 
and through the medium of recursive functions. < 2 > Fixed (finite) 
automata have received much attention of late, and von Neumann 
worked with self-reproducing automata. Little has been done, 
however, to relate these separate inquiries. In the present paper I 
will make some suggestions directed toward a unified theory of 
deterministic automata. 

2. STRUCTURE, BEHAVIOR AND COMPUTATION 
IN FIXED AUTOMATA AND GENERALIZED 
TURING MACHINES 

I will begin with fixed automata and Turing machines, and discuss 
later self-reproducing machines and growing automata generally 
A fixed automaton consists of a finite number of switch and delay 
elements interconnected in a pattern or structure which is the same 
at every moment of time.<M> Figure 2.1 represents a very simple 



Fio, 2.1. Behavior of fixed automaton. 


fixed automaton which deletes every other pulse (1) that is fed into 
the input. A digital computer with a finite tape is, of course, a fixed 
automaton. 

The structure of a fixed automaton is to be distinguished from its 
behavior. The structure consists in the fixed pattern of intercon¬ 
nections of the elements. The structures of two automata are the 
same if the nodes (i.e. the junctions of the wires of the elements) of 
these automata can be placed in one-one correspondence so that 
corresponding nodes are nodes of identical elements. Thus if we 
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make the conjunction of Fig. 2.1 into a disjunction we obtain a 
different structure. 

The behavior of an automaton consists, roughly speaking, of the 
relation of input stimuli to output responses. A more precise 
definition of behavior may be given in terms of temporal sequences 
of states, where the relevant times are the non-negative integers 
0, 1, 2, 3. . . . Let us call an infinite temporal sequence of input 
states to an automaton an input history and an infinite temporal 
sequence of output states an output history. A behavior pair of an 
automaton consists of an input history paired with the output 
history which is produced when that input history is impressed on 
the inputs of the automaton. A behavior pair for the automaton of 
Fig. 2.1 is shown in the lower part of the figure. The behavior of a 
fixed automaton is the set of all behavior pairs of that automaton. 

We turn next to Turing machines. As Turing originally conceived 
them each is essentially a fixed automaton connected to a single 
infinite tape. The fixed automaton scans one square of the tape at 
any one time, and can move the tape (or move relative to the tape) 
one square at a time. We will generalize Turing’s concept in a 



Fig. 2.2. Computation of generalized Turing machine. 

number of ways to obtain what we will call a generalized Turing 
machine. To relate Turing machines to the fixed automata previously 
discussed we will allow the fixed part of the machine to have inputs 
and outputs, as in Fig. 2.2; as a consequence the earlier concept 
of behavior applies directly to Turing machines. Next we will allow 
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any finite number of tapes. Finally, we will regard a tape at any 
given moment of time as a finite automaton and construe a change 
in tape length as a change in this automaton; thus for us the tape 
is finite at each moment of time. A tape “ square ** storing one bit 
(a “ 0 ” or a “ 1 ”) can be synthesized from switch and delay 
elements in a number of ways, and squares can be added or sub¬ 
tracted to represent the growing or shrinking of the tape.* Hence 
while a generalized Turing machine has a given structure at any 
moment of time its structure changes through time in a very simple 
fashion and under the control of the computation going on in the 
machine. A digital computer with indefinitely expandable magnetic 
tapes and a printed output is a generalized Turing machine. 

Computation requires a problem and an answer, and the answer 
must be presented somewhere. Turing used alternate squares of 
the tape for this purpose. We will stipulate that the answer of a 
generalized Turing machine is to appear on the outputs. We will 
not, however, take the output history as the answer for to do this 
would be to identify behavior and computation, and hence to unduly 
restrict the domain of the computable. Instead, we will distinguish 
a control output wire from the remainder of the output wires, which 
will be called answer output wires. A “ 1 ” on the control output 
wire signifies that the state of the answer output wires at that time 
is part of the answer, while a “ 0 ” on the control output wire means 
that the state of the answer output wires at that time is to be ignored. 
The subsequence of the states of the answer output wires so selected 
is the computed output sequence. The sequence 3561 is the first part 
of the computed output sequence of Fig. 2.2. A pair consisting of 
an input history and the resultant computed output sequence is a 
computation pair. The computation of an automaton is the set of all 
computation pairs of that automaton. 

There is a relational analogy between behavior and computation 
on the one hand and “ real time ” simulation and “ non-real time ” 
simulation on the other hand. In real time simulation the answer 
is produced at a rate determined by the actual time taken by the 
process which the computer is simulating, while in a “ non-real 


* See Section 4 below and also Section 6 of “ The logic of fixed and growing 
automata,” presented at the Harvard Symposium on the Theory of Switching, 
1957, to be published in the Proceedings of the Symposium, edited by H. Aiken. 
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time ” simulation, the answer is produced at a rate independent of 
actual time. Similarly, the behavior of an automaton includes the 
outputs at every moment of time, while the computation includes 
only outputs selected by the computer itself, and in general these 
answer states do not appear at a uniform rate. 

A computed output sequence may be null, finite, or infinite. A 
computation is said to be infinite if every computed output sequence 
(i.e. the second element of each computation pair) is infinite, finite if 
every computed output sequence is finite or null, and mixed otherwise. 

We can apply the concept of computation (and the related 
concepts just defined) to fixed automata by distinguishing a control 
output of a fixed automaton from the other (or answer) outputs. 
Hence all three concepts—structure, behavior and computation— 
apply to both fixed automata and generalized Turing machines. 
These three concepts will also apply to the growing automata defined 
later (Section 4). 

3. ANALYSIS AND SYNTHESIS OF AUTOMATA 
Our discussions of growing automata in Sections 4 and 5 will 
presuppose some knowledge of fixed automata and generalized 
Turing machines, and so we will mention briefly some results about 
these special cases of growing automata and will note some of the 
unsolved problems. Since the concepts of behavior, structure and 
computation apply to growing automata, all the results and prob¬ 
lems discussed in the present section apply with appropriate 
modifications to growing automata also. 

Much is known about the behavior of fixed automata. For 
example, each fixed automaton has a finite number of delay output 
states, which fact has important consequences for the behavior of 
these devices. In the case of a fixed automaton without inputs it 
means that the behavior of the automaton is periodic.* In the case 
of an automaton with inputs the finitude of states means that the 
device can only detect “regular events,”that if the number of 
delay states is known then its behavior can be computed from the 
results of a finitely long behavioral test, and that there is a decision 
procedure for behavioral equivalence.Since the notion of 

* Burks and Wright, Ref. 3, Theorem I. Note that in this case the behavior 
is a single output history, 
t Burks and Wang, Ref. 4, Sec. 2.2. 
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computation is a new one for fixed automata little is known about 
this. The same argument that shows that the behavior of a fixed 
automaton without inputs is periodic shows that the computation 
of such an automaton is also periodic. There is an algorithm for 
deciding whether the computation of a fixed automaton (with 
inputs) is infinite, finite or mixed,* but the problem of the existence 
of an algorithm for deciding whether two fixed a utoma ta have the 
sarhecomp^ 

Afgreat deal is known about Turing computability and the closely 
related notions of algorithm, general recursiveness and partial 
recursiveness. We do not have space to explain these concepts 
heref but it is worth noting that these results can be expressed in 
terms of our notion of a generalized Turing machine, and they 
contain answers to most questions about the computation of such 
machines. As applied to generalized Turing machines these results 
on recursiveness, algorithms, and computability need interpretation, 
however, because there are many ways of relating a generalized 
Turing machine to these notions. Thus there are alternative methods 
of using a generalized Turing machine to compute a recursive 
function. For example, for a given non-relative recursive function 
one can design a machine without inputs whose computation will 
be an enumeration of the values of that function. Alternatively, 
one can design a generalized Turing machine with inputs so that 
whenever arguments (problems) are presented on the input the 
computed functional values (answers) will appear as part of the 
computation. The distinction between finite or mixed computation 
on the one hand and infinite computation on the other (see Section 2) 
can be made to correspond to the distinction between partial 
recursiveness and general recursiveness. 

We will relate a few of the things known about computability and 
recursiveness to our concept of a generalized Turing machine. Every 
computable number (in Turing’s sense) can be produced as the 
computed output sequence of a generalized Turing machine with 
no inputs and one tape. The values of a function which is general 
recursive relative to a given function can be produced as the com¬ 
putation of a generalized Turing machine which receives the values 


* Unpublished results of the author and Jesse Wright, 
f See Kleene, Ref. 2 and Davis, Ref. 2. 
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of the given function as inputs. There is no algorithm which can 
decide of an arbitrary generalized Turing machine whether its 
computation will be finite, mixed or infinite, but there is an algo¬ 
rithm for deciding whether the structure of a machine can ever 
change. There is no algorithm for deciding whether two generalized 
Turing machines produce the same computation.* 

Since the notion of behavior as applied to a Turing machine is a 
new one there are many open questions in this area. For example: 
is the class of behaviors of generalized Turing machines with n + 1 
tapes larger than the class of behaviors for machines with n tapes? 
Is there an algorithm for deciding whether two generalized Turing 
machines have the same behavior ? 

Later we will discuss von Neumann’s universal constructing 
machine, so Turing’s universal computing machine (Fig. 3.1) is of 
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Fig. 3.1. Universal Turing machine. 

particular interest here. Let us call a generalized Turing machine 
with no inputs, one tape, and one answer output wire a special 
purpose machine. Translated into our terms Turing’s result is that 
there is a one tape generalized Turing machine with inputs, called 
a universal Turing machine, with this property: for each special 
purpose machine M there is a finitely long program or input sequence 

* Unpublished result of Jesse Wright. 
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S such that when S is supplied to the inputs of the universal Turing 
machine the computed output sequence of M and the universal 
Turing machine are identical. This is illustrated in Fig. 3.1. It 
should be noted that in general the universal Turing machine and 
the special purpose machine do not produce the same output 
histories, so that the equivalence between them has to do with 
computation and not behavior. It should be noted also that the 
finitely long input sequence S can be supplied to the universal Turing 
machine by connecting a non-input cycle free sequence of delays 
to each of the inputs of the universal machine; the input to these 
is fed by a contradiction (an output that is always false) and the 
program is stored in the initial states of the delays. After a period 
of time equal to the length of this sequence of delays the input to 
the universal machine is always zero. 

It is very likely that a similar result holds when inputs are added 
to the special purpose machine and more than one tape is allowed; 
that is, for each set of generalized Turing machines with n inputs 
and m outputs there is a universal Turing machine. Does an 
analogous result hold for fixed automata? Computer engineers 
often speak of trading time for hardware and of the choice between 
constructing (“ wiring in ”) an operation and instructing (program¬ 
ming) that operation, and this might seem to imply the existence of a 
universal fixed automaton. But in fact there are no universal fixed 
automata. To prove this we first show that any fixed automaton A 
when supplied by a finite input sequence S produces a periodic 
output of period no greater than n, where n is the number of delay 
states of A. Since S is finite there will come a time when the input 
states to A are always the same. The automaton A then behaves 
as a non-input device with n delay states, and so the computed output 
sequence of A is periodic with period n or less. Hence A cannot 
produce a computed output sequence of, for example, period in, 
and so A is not a universal machine. Thus there is no fixed auto¬ 
maton which is universal for the class of non-input fixed automata 
with m outputs, and consequently there is no fixed automaton for 
the class of fixed automata with n inputs and m outputs. 

We will next mention some reduction problems. Does adding 
more tapes increase the class of computations produced by general¬ 
ized Turing machines ? A generalized Turing machine can have only 
one multi-channel reading and writing head per tape. In contrast, 
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the growing automata introduced in the next section can have tapes 
with more than one multi-channel read-write head attached to them. 
What effect, if any, does this have on the class of behaviors or the 
class of computations? In some cases one can use several single¬ 
headed tapes alternately to do the work of one many-headed tape. 
This can be done in the case of an automaton which records 
information on two tapes and compares these tapes, and perhaps 
this can always be done. It is worth noting that here we have an 
abstract buffering and scheduling problem. 

No discussion of automata at a symposium on self-organizing 
systems would be complete without reference to machines which 
synthesize other machines. This synthesis process can be conceived 
in many ways. One method which has been studied some of late ( ^ 
is illustrated in Fig. 3.2. Suppose we have a formal language JL in 

B(t+I)2px) [(x^t)8iA(xj] 
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Fig. 3.2. Synthesis machine. 

which a human can conveniently and precisely state some behavioral 
conditions C which he would like an automaton to satisfy. We 
would like to know if there is a synthesis machine S of which we 
can prove mathematically the following result: when S is given any 
behavioral condition C it will always produce either the design of 
some automaton A which satisfies this condition, or it will tell us 
that there is no such automaton.* The condition given at the top 
of Fig. 3.2 is that for all times other than zero the output of the 

* Other problems in this area are formulated by Buchi, Elgot, and Wright, 
Ref. 7. What we have called a synthesis problem they call a combined solvability 
and synthesis problem. 
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desired automaton is to be active (in state 1) if the input has been 
active at some previous time. There are fixed automata satisfying 
this condition and so if a synthesis machine for a language containing 
this condition exists, this machine would produce as output a 
representation of one of these automata. 

There is a large area of research here because there are many 
problems of the kind just described. The synthesis process repre¬ 
sented in Fig. 3.2 starts with a particular language L and results 
in the synthesis of a fixed automaton satisfying a condition on its 
behavior. There are many different languages L which should be 
investigated and it is of interest to synthesize generalized Turing 
machines as well as fixed automata. In both cases we can allow (he 
condition to be a condition on the computation of the desired 
automaton as well as a condition on its behavior. For each specifica¬ 
tion of the language L, the nature of the condition C, and the nature 
of the desired automaton A, the question arises: is there a synthesis 
machine and if so, what is its structure? In some cases there is a 
machine and in some cases there is not. It is important to realize 
that if there is no synthesis machine of this kind there is no method 
of using computers to design computers which is guaranteed to 
produce an answer in all cases. Hence the broad problem is this: 
to determine the theoretical limits of mechanizability of the synthesis 
process by deterministic machines of this kind. 

4. GROWING AUTOMATA 

John von Neumann has shown how to design universal construct¬ 
ing machines and self-reproducing automata within the framework 
of a general definition of automata. < n - 13 > The details of von 
Neumann s definition are contained in an unpublished manuscript, 
and so I have worked out an alternative definition. Von Neumann’s 
model is much closer to biological phenomena than the definition 
presented here; for example, each of von Neumann’s cells has a 
unit delay,* while many of our cells have no delays. Von Neumann’s 
constructions are also based on very weak primitives (his cells are 
Capable of only 29 different states),* while we have assumed very 
strong primitives (each cell may have any of about 28,000 structures 
and each structure is capable of several states). While the definition 


* Shannon, Ref. 13, p. 127. 
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presented here is much less realistic and economical than von 
Neumann’s, it does make it easy to construct and present various 

kinds of growing automata. ... . 

The basis of each growing automaton is an infinite two-dimensional 
array of discrete cells. At time 0 finitely many of these cells contain 
elements and the remainder are empty (structureless). The structure 
at time t + 1 is determined by the structure at t and the complete 
state of the device at U according to rules to be explained. These 
rules do not allow more than a finite number of cells to be structured 
at any particular time. 

There are four types of elements which may be created in a cell. 
Each element is binary in the sense that each wire or node of an 
element is capable of two states. 

(1) A computing element may be a switch, a delay, a combined 
delay and switch, or just a plain wire. Each edge of a cell has at 
most one computing wire (shown in solid in the figures) impinging 
on it from within the cell. Specifically, the computing primitives 
are as follows; see Fig. 4.1. (a) Any switch with three inputs and 



Fig. 4.1. Computing primitives. 


one output, e.g. cell A1 of Fig. 4.1. There are 2 10 of these, taking 
into account the different orientations of their outputs (north, south, 
east and west), and allowing all 256 possible three variable truth 
functions. Note that some of these truth functions will be indepen¬ 
dent of some of the inputs, so that this category includes as special 
cases two-input, one-input, and zero-input switches. This category 
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also includes certain wires, such as the wires of cells Al, Bl, and Cl 
of Fig. 4.5. (b) There are unit delay elements with one output and 
one, two, or three inputs. These inputs come from one, two, or 
three edges through a disjunction. There are 28 of these; see cell Bl 
of Fig. 4.1. (c) There are unit delays with two outputs and one or 
two inputs (e.g. cell Cl of Fig. 4.1). There are 24 of these. ( d ) There 
are unit delays with one input and three outputs (A2 of Fig. 4.1); 
there are four of these since the input can come from one of four 
different cell edges, (e) There are wires running through a cell from 
edge to edge which involve more than two edges. Incoming wires 
may not merge and at most one wire contacts a side. There are 40 
possibilities; see cells B2, C2, A3, B3, and C3 of Fig. 4-1. 
Altogether there are 1120 different computing elements. 

(2) There are scaffolding elements , which have one input wire and 
either one or two output wires. Scaffolding wires are shown 
dashed; see cells Bl, Cl, B2, and C2 of Fig. 4.2. If we count 
primitives with different orientations as different primitives there 
may be any of 24 different scaffolding structures in a cell. The 
scaffolding primitives will conduct construction signals. A branched 
scaffolding element (e.g. cell B2 of Fig. 4.2) has an implicit switch 
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; Fig. 4.2. Scaffolding and constructing primitives. 

i 

associated with it. By convention this switch has an initial setting; 
the switch setting may be changed by using switching sequences 
which will be introduced later. 

(3) Any scaffolding element may coexist with any computing 
element in the same cell. See, for example, cell A5 of Fig. 4.4. 

I There are 24 x 1120 such primitives. 

(4) The last element is the key to the construction process. It is 
called a constructing element and is shown in cell Al of Fig. 4.2. 




294 


Arthur W. Burks 


A constructing element receives construction signals from a com¬ 
puting structure and routes these into a scaffolding structure; the 
construction signals travel through the scaffolding and eventually 
cause a cell to be structured in a way to be explained. A constructing 
element may receive its input from any cell edge and transmit its 
output to any other edge of that cell; hence there are 12 different 
constructing elements. 

A cell may have an element of any of these four types or it may be 
structureless. Altogether there are 28,049 (which is less than 2 16 ) 
possibilities, each of which will be represented by a binary sequence 
called a constructing sequence. These sequences will be constructed 
or stored in a computer structure and fed into the constructing 
element. There is no upper limit to the length of computer wires 
or scaffold wires, and we will make the idealized assumption that 
signals will travel down the wires instantaneously. 

The mode of operation of the system and the formulation of 
further rules can best be presented by means of an example. We 
will show how a tape may be lengthened under the control of a 
machine, thereby relating growing automata to generalized Turing 
machines. Figure 4.3 shows two “ squares ” of the tape, each 
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Fig. 4.3. Two “ squares ” of tape. 


square storing a single bit. The switching functions (a), ( b ), and (c) 
are the following. Let “ N ”, “ S ”, “ W ”, and “ E ” stand for 
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the north, south, west and east edges of a cell respectively. The 
output of switch (a) is E and is given by the equation 

E(0 = [ {S(0 & N(0} V {SCO & W(0>] 

The output of switch (b) is E and is given by the equation 

E(0 = [ {S(0 & W (t) } v {S(0 & N(0}] 

The output of switch (c) is N and is given by the equation 

N(t) = [ {E(t) & W(t)} v {E(0 & S(0 } ] 

You are to imagine that a fixed computer which is associated with 
the tape is connected to the inputs and outputs of Fig. 4.3^ This 
computer may “ write ” on the left-hand square and “ read ” what 
is stored on that square. It may cause the information on the tape 
to be shifted to the right by stimulating the “ right shift ” signal, 
and in a similar way it may cause the information to be shifted to the 
left. By feeding signals into the constructing element it can cause 
the creation, destruction, or alteration of new tape squares to the 
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right in a way to be indicated. A similar arrangement exists for 
modifying the tape to the left. 
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Let us next describe the construction of a square of tape. Cell A6 
ot Fig. 4.4 needs a scaffold with a branch. The construction 
sequence representing this element is produced by the fixed computer 
and ted into the constructing element, which produces the desired 
element in the cell touched by its output. The next constructing 
sequence will pass through the constructing element into the scaffold, 
hrough the vertical output of the scaffold, and will produce a new 
element m the cell (A5) which is touched by the output of the 
scatlold. In this case the structure produced is a horizontal com¬ 
puting wire and a vertical scaffolding wire. This process is repeated 
to give a structure to the next two cells (A4 and A3); the scaffolding 
of these cells is not shown because of pictorial difficulties. 

ter the rest of column A is structured construction activities 
need to be shifted to column B of Fig. 4.5. This rerouting is done 



by a binary switching sequence which goes through the constructing 
element into the scaffold and changes the switch setting of the scaffold 
0f „ ce “ A6 so that subsequent constructing sequences are routed into 
cell B6. After this we can structure column B by means of six 
constructing sequences. Another switching sequence resets the 
switches in cells A6 and A5 and permits the structuring of column C. 
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This switching sequence works as follows. It would contain two 
switching signals in coded form. The first signal would be received 
by A6, and in this case would leave the switch set as it was. The 
second switch signal would be passed on to B6, and would cause 
its switch setting to be changed so that the next constructing 
sequence would effect cell C6 (rather than travelling through the 
B column). In general a switching sequence will contain as many 
switching signals as there are switches which must be passed through 
to get to the last switch to be modified. 

The central computer may want to contract the tape as well as to 
expand it, and so it needs the capacity to wipe out the structure of a 
cell. This is provided for by binary destroying sequences. A 
destroying sequence passes through the constructing element and 
down the scaffolding in the same way as a constructing sequence. 
However, a destroying sequence affects the cell which contains the 
terminus of this scaffolding channel rather than the next cell; it 
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causes the element of this cell to be destroyed. There is a sequence 
of 18 destroying sequences and 2 switching sequences which will 
destroy the tape square just created. 

We may also use a switching sequence followed by three destroying 



Fig. 4.6. Preparation for next construction. 
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sequences to erase the elements of the bottom row (6) and then use 
3 constructing sequences to create the scaffolding shown in Fig. 4.6. 
Thus with a master sequence of 21 constructing sequences, 3 
switching sequences, and 3 destroying sequences we end up with a 
new tape square and with the scaffold arranged so that each 
repetition of this master sequence will produce a new square to the 
right. By iterating this master sequence we can produce a tape of 
any length for a generalized Turing machine. The process of 
construction just described takes many moments of time to produce 
one tape square, and hence is not as fast as that stipulated for the 
generalized Turing machine, which can take place at the rate of 
one square per moment of time. We could handle this discrepancy 
in either of two ways. First, we could use the growing automata 
to simulate a generalized Turing machine. To do this we associate 
one major cycle (i.e. the time required for the construction of a tape 
square) of the growing automaton just described with one minor 
cycle (i.e. a single unit of time) of the generalized Turing machine. 
Second, we could enrich our base of construction by adding 
elements and wires capable of more than two states. It would not 
be necessary to introduce computing elements with more than two 
states. It would suffice, for example, to let the scaffolding elements 
have many states and to have constructing elements which convert 
binary signals into signals properly coded for the scaffolding 
elements; note that this method would not involve any increase in 
the number of computing primitives or the number of scaffolding 
primitives, and not a very great increase in the number of construct¬ 
ing primitives. 

We have said enough about the definition of growing automata 
to make its main features clear. Various details need to be specified 
before the definition is complete. We will assume that a primitive 
element is active as soon as it is created. This means that part of a 
computer which has been constructed may start to operate before 
the computer is finished. This fact needs to be taken account of in 
the design of the computer, as it often does in the design of actual 
computers, since these computers may have to be cleared to a 
standard initial state before they are ready to operate. Two con¬ 
structing sequences, coming from two different constructing 
elements, might arrive at a cell at the same time; a priority rule is 
needed to determine which one governs the construction. There are 
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other minor details which need to be specified but we will not bother 
with these here.* 

Let us consider next what automata can be specified as growing 
automata in the sense of the present definition. Every fixed auto¬ 
maton can be put into a normal form,t and this normal form can be 
constructed of computing elements in cells. So each fixed automaton 
is an unchanging growing automaton. We have shown in some 
detail how an expanding and contracting tape may be constructed. 



Fig, 4.7. Universal constructor. 

Hence, except for a matter of speed, every generalized Turing 
machine is a growing automaton. 

One of the growing automata which can be constructed is von 
Neumann’s universal constructor, of which a block diagram is 

* It is perhaps worth noting that the definition does not prevent the con¬ 
struction of automata which are not well-formed (e.g. have switch cycles), 
nor is there an effective criterion for deciding whether a given growing automaton 
will ever “ develop ” switch cycles. Restrictions could be added to guarantee 
that every automaton is well-formed. The simplest such restriction would be 
to incorporate a delay in every switch, but this tremendously complicates the 
automata and limits their behavior. A less severe restriction is to require every 
switch or wire with an output on the south edge to contain a delay. We will not 
take time here to investigate the various possibilities. 

t Burks and Wang, Ref. 4, Section 2.3. 
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shown in Fig. 4.7. The universal constructor C is a finite structure 
to which may be attached a tape containing the specifications of any 
number of automata which are to be synthesized. In general, each 
specification consists of two parts. The first part of the specification 
is a master sequence of constructing sequences, switching sequences, 
and destroying sequences, which will cause a fixed part of the 
desired automata to be constructed. This master sequence is the 
description D( a). The second part of the specification contains the 
contents T( a) of a tape which is to be constructed and attached to 
automaton a. 

The universal constructor operates under the direction of its 
control as follows. First, the tape reader reads D( a) and transmits 
it to the constructor; concurrently the constructor constructs a. 
Next, the reader reads T{ a); concurrently the reproducer produces 
a tape, attaches it to a, and records T(a) on it. This process is then 
repeated, so that at the end of the construction process T( a) is 
recorded twice on the tape. (The reason for this duplication of tape 
information will become apparent in a moment.) In general, for each 
description D{ a) of an automaton and each tape content T{ a), the 
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Fig. 4.8. Self-reproduction. 

universal constructor will construct a and record T( a), T(a) on the 
tape attached to a. 

As von Neumann showed, the universal constructor C together 
with the proper tape will reproduce itself; see Fig. 4.8. Let D(C) 
be a sequence of constructing sequences, switching sequences, and 
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destroying sequences which completely describe C (including its 
scaffolding). Let the universal constructor C contain a tape storing 
D(C) twice when it begins action. The universal constructor will 
first read D(C) and produce C. It will then read D{C) twice and 
produce a tape recording D{C) twice. (This is the reason for the 
earlier requirement that T{ a) be copied twice.) Thus the universal 
constructor C when supplied with a tape containing D(C\ D(C) 
produces a universal constructor plus a tape containing D{C ), 
2)(C). Hence C with a tape storing D(C\ D{C) reproduces itself. 
The new combination of C and the tape D(C ), D(C) can then 
reproduce itself, and this process can be repeated ad infinitum . 

If we combine a universal constructor and a universal computer 
(i.e. a universal generalized Turing machine), and supply this 
composite machine with a tape containing its description twice, this 



Fig. 4.9. Universal constructor-and-computer. 


whole automaton will reproduce itself; see Fig. 4.9. Thus a universal 
constructor-computer can reproduce itself. 

5. SOME PROBLEMS ABOUT GROWING AUTOMATA 
Since growing automata include fixed automata and generalized 
Turing machines as special cases, the problems described in 
Section 3 apply to growing automata also. There is another type of 
problem, quite different from any of the problems discussed before, 
which is applicable to automata of all kinds; this concerns the 
relation of the cyclic complexity of the structure of an automaton 
to its behavior. Since our earlier discussion of a generalized Turing 
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machine did not make explicit whatever cycles are implicit in the 
apes, this problem had to be postponed to the present section. 

Let us consider the problem first for the case of a fixed automaton. 
6 , can divide the structure of a fixed automaton into maximal 
cycles. The degree of a maximal cycle is the number of unit delay 
elements in it, and the degree of a fixed automaton is the maximum 
ot the degrees of its maximal cycles.* Figure 5.1 consists of a single 



Fig. 5.1. Automaton of degree 2. Ternary counter. 


maximal cycle of degree 2; the output nodes are marked by stars. 

igure 5.2 contains six maximal cycles, each of degree 1, so Fig. 5.2 
is of degree 1; its output nodes are marked by stars. 



Fig. 5 . 2 . Automaton of degree 1. 

How, now, is the degree of an automaton related to its behavior? 
Is there some critical degree n, such that all fixed automata behaviors 

* These concepts are explained in detail in Sec. 4.1 of Burks and Wang, op. cit. 
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can be realized by structures of that degree or less? It has been 
conjectured that there is no such degree. The general problem 
remains open, but John Holland has shown that no automaton of 
degree 1 can realize the behavior of Fig. 5.1, which is a ternary 
counter. < 14 > 

The same problem can be raised about the computation of a 
fixed automaton: is there some critical degree m , such that all fixed 
automata computations can be realized by structures of that degree 
or less? Both problems can be extended to generalized Turing 
machines and to growing automata generally. Of course the 
structure of any growing automaton changes with time, and hence 
the degree of the structure changes with time as well. But we can 
define the degree of a growing automaton to be the maximum degree 
of any of its structures at any time for any input history, if the 
maximum exists; otherwise the degree is infinite. 

We can now ask these questions about growing automata: (1) Is 
there some finite degree n such that all behaviors can be realized 
by growing automata of this degree or less ? (2) Is there some finite 
degree m such that all computations can be realized by growing 
automata of this degree or less ? It might seem that the answer to 
both these questions is “ no,” since clearly in both cases there is no 
upper limit to the length of the tapes needed, and the tape designed 
in the preceding section is of infinite degree. However, it is possible 
to design a tape of finite degree by using isolated squares and moving 
the read-write head along the tape instead of shifting the information 
along the tape. To store a 1 in a square the automaton builds a delay 
cycle in which a pulse circulates; to store a 0 it builds a delay cycle 
whose successive states are 0. The fixed part of the machine can 
send out a long wire to do this and by means of another wire can 
sense the contents of the delay cycle. The contents of the square 
can be changed by destroying the delay cycle in it and rebuilding 
the appropriate one. When the fixed part of the automaton is 
neither reading from the square nor writing in the square it would 
have no connection to it. In this way a generalized Turing machine 
may be designed which has a fixed degree. 

There are other measures of feedback complexity which are of 
interest. Consider a fixed automaton with n unit delays x l9 x 2 , * 3 , 

., x n . Let f(x { ) be the number of delays which directly and 

immediately affect the delay element x i9 i.e. whose outputs drive 
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the input of x { through switch elements. In Fig. 5.1/ (xj = / (x 2 ) 
= 2 since each delay drives itself and the other delay through a 
switch. Define an average measure of feedback complexity F for 
the automaton by 

S /(*,•) 

F = - 

ri 2 

There are “ directly entirely connected ” automata for which 
F— 1,* Fig. 5.1 being an example. However, the amount of 
feedback complexity F in actual systems is usually much less than 
the maximum. F — 7/18 for Fig. 5.2. F is small in a typical modern 
digital computer. (Note that such a computer is pretty nearly one 
maximal cycle, not counting the tapes.) This fact is relevant to our 
ability to understand a large digital computer. Because the ratio 
of actual feedback lines (from delays) to possible feedback lines is 
low the various parts of the computer have a large amount of local 
autonomy and may be understood in isolation from the rest of the 
computer. (Uniformities within these parts also make it easier for 
us to understand them.) It is worth noting that if neurons are 
represented by switches and delays, F is small for the human neural 
system. 

Let us turn next to some problems which are unique to growing 
automata. The first is one that von Neumann considered: How 
complex does a self-reproducing automaton need to be? In his 
model von Neumann used cells which were capable of about thirty 
states, and he estimated that about 200,000 cells would suffice for 
self-reproduction. The cells of our models are much more compli¬ 
cated, for a cell may contain any of about 2 15 different elements, 
and each element is capable of several states. But counting states 
is not sufficient, because there are many ways in which states may 
be used. For example, a primitive element capable of transferring 
its structure to a neighbouring cell on receipt of a single pulse is 
much more powerful than any of the primitives we have assumed. 

One could compare different models of growing automata by 


* See Burks and Wang, Ref. 4, p. 291. Of course every automaton can be 
put in a normal form which has this property, but we are here interested in 
nets in “ reduced form ” in which all irrelevant (noneffective) switch input 
wires are deleted. 
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reducing them to a common system. For example, we 
simulate both von Neumann’s model and ours by means ofmfimte 

homogeneous fixed nets of switch anddela y ele ”“ lce ^ woulc 
indicate how this could be done for our definition. Each cell wouia 
be simulated by a fixed net inside a square; these squares would b 

are Each fixed automaton in a square would contain a register a 

«.d »<> '“. w ri d „ p ?2rtaS 

scaffolding* 1 wires"and compu^wS TcoLlucting sequence 

Of the switches and delays by means of the “^^the original 
wav the fixed automaton of the square would simulate the ongmm 
SFhpflopswould be used to store the switch settings of branched 
scaffolding elements; a switching sequence passing ^ rou 8 h 
,ij set t h e flip-flop correctly and then pass on to set t 
ZZvs i 2X *he? scaffolding branches. A destroying 
sequence wS go into the register and restore the square to its 

° rl Note thmonly one infinite homogeneous structure (namely, an 
infinite repetition of the fixed automaton in a square) is required for 
ot Son of growing automata. Different automata are repre¬ 
sented Sated) by different states of this structure, so we are 
here using automata behavior to simulate automata structure. . 

Von Neumann’s model could be simulated m a similar way. Then 
the complexity of a von Neumann self-reproducing automaton could 
£ compared with the complexity of the self-reproducing automaton 

we described by making a weighted count o e ™ defining 

Hplavs used in the initial structure of each. By precisely aenu s 
a common reference system in this way we c ^ m ake the problem 
of minimal complexity of cell reproduction into a rtnrfy °|c 
nrnhlem Experience with minimality problems suggests that 
would be extremely difficult if not impossible to find the minima 
solution 6 anc^prove it minimal. One -^-- 1 , offiain^n 
estimate of minimal complexity by using a computer to help wo 
out many alternative constructions. 
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investigation ^nTthf 161 C ° nCepts . of S rowi <ig automata worthy of 

z&zzrr- - “• «* 
i f *r “■ r " 8 

augment the definition rt f • mode1, One mi ght, however, 
obtain some of the effects 0 ?™^ aUt0mata we have given to 

£,=? Y = “ 2T 

.tan,. These ^ S^rTf* 

=rr- H ° 3 

«*>, .he state of S'itZSe'S;' * 

could be used in various ways, eg it Si hi 'f™ 011 

a fault which could later be repaired b! th U * d detect 
element. repaired by the constructing 

a Jo™,’oT'i”,I"™., t* ” ulcl ' “''-‘“"Wfs can an 

•boa, ft.eif “”' ?<* “ *“ 0 “'°“ 

* Ref. 13, pp. 126-127. ~~~ ’ “ ~ 
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Thus the sentence, 44 This sentence is false,” is false if true (because 
it says of itself that it is false) and true if false (because if it’s false 
that it’s false then it is true), and hence both true and false. To 
resolve such paradoxes Russell proposed* 15 ) a formal language in 
which no self-referential statements could be formulated. The 
proposal that no self-referential statements be allowed in a formal 
system is much too strong, however, for there is clearly nothing 
wrong with the self-referential statements: (1) 44 This sentence is in 
English ” (2) 44 This sentence is written at least once.” Indeed, both 
of these sentences are true. These sentences illustrate the fact that 
a sentence can refer to its physical properties without contradiction. 
There are also cases where a sentence can refer to its structural or 
syntactical properties without contradiction. The sentence, 44 This 
sentence is grammatical,” is a case in point. Another case of a 
formula consistently referring to its own structure is the undecidable 
formula constructed by Godel* in his proof of the incompleteness 
of arithmetic. This is a formula F which says, in a certain sense, 
44 F is not provable.”* 16 ) Provability is a purely syntactical concept 
so this formula is referring to its own syntax, and it does so without 
contradiction. 

Thus a sentence may contain a description of some of its own 
syntactical or structural properties. Note the resemblance of this 
to what we found in the preceding section, namely, that a self- 
reproducing automaton C contains within itself a description D(C ) 
of its own structure. It does not, however, contain a description 
of its own state of contents (except for its homogeneous initial 
state). This suggests that an automaton with a sensing element 
might be able to sense its own structure and construct and store a 
description of its structure. There is a problem in designing an 
automaton to do this, however. 

Prima facie it might seem that an automaton could not store a 
description of its own structure because, however many cells it had, 
storage of the description would require more than that number of 

* In his lectures at the Institute of Advanced Study in 1933-34 (as reported in 
some mimeographed notes) Godel pointed out that his undecidable formula 
showed that Russell’s solution of the paradoxes was too extreme because the 
undecidable formula (truly) says of itself that it is not provable. He agreed 
with Russell that there must be some limitation on what a sentence may say 
about itself and suggested that no sentence can properly talk about its own 
truth and falsity. 
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cells, in the manner of the Tristram Shandy paradox.* This 
objection is of course not sound* because we may use indices, 
summation signs, and quantifiers in the description. You will recall 
that a certain master sequence is used to describe one square of the 
tape. In writing the description D(a) of the structure of automaton a 
one does not repeat this master sequence for each square of tape 
to be constructed, but rather uses the same sequence repeatedly in 
a manner familiar to all programmers. This can be done because 
the tape has a highly uniform structure. 

It follows from these considerations that in order to produce a 
description of its own structure which is sufficiently small to be 
stored in that structure an automaton must detect some of the 
uniformities of its structure. It could, for example, systematically 
sense the structure of each of its cells and then analyze the results 
in order to find a more compact statement of them. Hence the 
amount of information a growing automaton can acquire and store 
about its own structure depends on what mechanical techniques 
there are for discovering uniformities of structure. 
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There is a further complexity here in that you can increase the scope of the 
problem to include that of getting an automaton which computes “ such-and- 
such ” a thing, and from many formulas which anticipate the future you can 
construct automata which in a suitable sense will compute that sort of thipg. 


x 




Second Day 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 


Questions directed to the Panel at Large 

Katz (RCA ): Quo vaclis ? What significant milestones lie ahead? Also 
speculate when they will be realized. 

Campbell: As an outsider I will offer a comment. It seemed to me that 
in the topics discussed by Goldman yesterday, where you have very rigid physio¬ 
logical systems, homeostatic systems in a very rigid sense, and a well-developed 
linear servomechanism theory, there is a juxtaposition that may pay off right 
within our own lives. I have a similar feeling that there is great promise in an 
engineering approach to locomotor automata coupled with a careful inspection 
of the evolutionary record. There is room for talented people like yourselves 
to look in detail at the evolutionary development of the nervous system from an 
engineering framework, asking in how many ways could one develop a system 
which would steer itself, what sources of information were available in the 
physical environment to the animal or machine at what particular evolutionary 
level, etc. Von Uexkuhl’s old notion of the Umweltlehre is relevant. In spite of 
his mystical vitalism, he nonetheless had a very important insight, which I think 
a servosystem engineer could make concrete sense of: What primitive assump¬ 
tions about the environment would machines have to have at each level to 
duplicate the evolutionary sequence? 

Burks : I am not a seer, so I won’t attempt to foretell the future, but I would 
like to state one thing I would like the future to produce. The need for this, 
I think, has been illustrated in our symposium the last two days. An example 
is the question that was recently directed to A1 Newell: “ How much did you 
have to tell the general purpose learning machine about the problem before itcould 
go on and do something with it? ” Also, we have been asked: “ What is a self¬ 
organizing system? ” and “ Isn’t it really cheating when you tell it this much? ” 

The kind of thing that is of interest here is the fact that to answer these 
questions in the present state of knowledge one has to recite in detail what one 
has done. This shows a lack of general concepts that are relevant here, that 
could help us communicate in a group of this sort and say, much more briefly, 
how much we had to tell the machine, how much we are cheating, and to what 
degree the machine is self-organizing. 

And so I feel a need for a theory and concepts of the general sort I have 
described that would help in the future; but I won’t attempt to foretell whether it 
will appear in the future. 

McCulloch: It seems to me that one of the most interesting questions and 
the one that keeps being asked is this. Devices working on random networks, 
picking up information, becoming organized in terms of contingent probabilities 
and so forth, rewarded by more material or time or components, more energy, 
whatever you will, can obviously learn to muddle through in the world. That is 
perfectly clear. 
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On the other hand, there is a peculiarity of our guesses that we talk in terms 
of noiseless concepts. By a circle we mean something whose ratio of circumfer¬ 
ence to diameter can be pushed to any number of decimal places. This sort of 
thing does not seem to me to be likely ever to arise so long as we are dealing with 
these devices as proposed at the present moment until one thing happens. Let us 
suppose that we have two machines with adequate memories and good ability 
at calculating contingent probabilities, that we teach each of these chess, without 
teaching them the rules, that we merely insist that they learn the rules by learning 
to play against an opponent. 

The one thing that we build into each machine is a desire to play. It doesn’t 
know what playing is except it starts moving pieces and it wants the other 
fellow to move pieces. That is to be its game. That is all it knows. Sooner or 
later it will learn the rules of chess. ,!! 

Suppose we have two such machines that have arrived at this stage and one 
of them has to do some other chore, so they agree to take another machine and 
teach it the rules of chess. The minute this situation arises, in which they have 
to lay down the rules for playing the game of chess, they will create the noiseless 
concepts which are the rules for the game of chess. That is, it seems to me, that 
these noiseless concepts are not the consequence of thinking in natural terms, 
but of thinking in conventional terms and that until machines begin to play 
ball with each other to the extent of creating a language by which they can speak 
to each other. (I don’t mean one we put into them, but one invented by them 
in which they can formalize and convey their own experience.) I don’t think 
that until that time we have any right to look inside the machine for the equivalent 
of our noiseless concepts. 

Pask: I can see the future of this field as lying with those machines that just 
can’t help learning. You can name a hundred systems that given stimuli just 
can’t help learning about their environment and playing a game with it. It is 
also easy to build such systems. Anybody can. 

Now given such a system as this, we then want to know how can we interact 
with it, how can we make sense of it? That is the first question. 

The second question, which I think is much more important, relates to playing 
a game with the system (or watching a game between sub-systems) which 
generates as Dr. McCulloch says, a noiseless concept. 

The first question I believe to be immediately answerable, possibly using the 
technique, which I sketched over in my proposal to-day, for viewing the system 
as a natural historian. In the simplest case our scrutiny determines the function¬ 
ally distinct sub-systems (usually different ones at different instants) into which 
the assembled may be partitioned. Thus the crummidge which learns and adapts 
and just can’t help doing so, can be divided for descriptive purposes into com¬ 
ponent sub-systems which can be dealt with. In particular, the activity of some 
of these can be suitably “ rewarded ”—recalling that in this context I mean, by 
“ rewarded,” given permission to grow and use many of the raw materials. 

Now having done this, we can apply these beautiful concepts of logical 
stability and ultra-stability to our model of the system. If this allows us to work 
out rewarding strategies we can afford to have confidence in the machine and I 
think in the process of the calculation. As to the time it will take—we are at a 
stage where—from a wholly practical point of view—we need a Calculus of 
Self-Organizing Systems. It would be a sad state of affairs if we don’t have it in 
five years. • 1 ,u .. 

Burks: I would like to make one more comment on this if I may. The idea 
of the noiseless concept is essentially the idea of a deterministic rule and you 
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might put Dr. McCulloch’s suggestion in another way: the machines will have to 
become aware of the use of deterministic rules. 

Taube ( Documentation , Inc .): Is similarity always reduceable to identity 
and difference ? If the answer is yes, please give evidence for such an assumption. 
If similarity is a primitive notion, can a machine recognize similarity—that is, 
without reducing it to identity and difference? 

Newell: I am not sure I can meet the conditions of the question about 
giving an example. The way it goes in all of our work, the answer is yes. In the 
basic programming language we have used an identity test on symbols. That is 
the only place you can ultimately make a differentiation. Consequently, at some 
level or other you write programs to do this. I guess it never occurs to us to ask 
the question whether all similarity can be reduced to this. We pick up little prob¬ 
lems and we find good definitions of differences and good definitions of similarity 
that help us to solve the problems and the definitions always turn out to be 
things like this. So, as far as I am concerned, this is a kind of residual issue on 
which I take no stand in the long run, but just keep chipping away at it. I would 
say that fundamentally in our languages similarity is identity between a pair of 
symbols. 

Burks: It seems to me this is largely a question of definition. Take two 
colors that are similar, but not exactly identical. Of course they are different 
in that they are of different wave-lengths, but they are identical in the sense 
that they both belong to some class of wave-lengths that constitutes generic 
color. 

Chairman McCarthy: Are the rest of the speakers satisfied with these 
answers ? 

McCulloch: No, I am not satisfied with any answer to this question. The 
greatest puzzle I know anywhere in the world, is the puzzle which as a psychologist 
I am familiar with under the name of stimulus equivalence. The hardest thing 
I know is to find out what is it that a beast regards as the same in the sense that 
he will make the same responses to it. You may think it is one thing and the 
beast may be working with you quite happily from month to month and you 
suddenly discover there is an entirely different thing which to him is the same. 

One of my associates removed a visual cortex from a monkey and it took him 
a long time to find out that thereafter the monkey was measuring the total 
luminus flux, a thing to which no monkey would ordinarily make a discriminate 
response. So, I am not at all happy. I suppose by “ similarity ” one means 
in this case what the psychologist means when he speaks of “ stimulus 
equivalence.” 

Certainly in the statement “ A is B and B is C, therefore, A is C,” there are 
two “ ” on the page, and they are not identical. One is on one line and one is 

on another. Certainly with respect to their meanings they are supposed to be 
equivalent or one is in bad trouble with his logic; that is to say, they must be 
“ stimulus equivalent.” I suppose that is what we are talking about. I may be 
wrong. 

Burks: Doesn’t this show that similarity is relative? A is similar to J3, 
relative to some respect to C. 

Newell: If you try to put this in a program, if you try to write out a program 
for this in the kind of machine we deal with, you construct something that 
is in effect an identity test. If you don’t like to you needn’t call it an identity 
test—but the test says: if your accumulator is zero, branch (and you make the 
accumulator zero by subtracting two things). Thus, in the way our language is 
written, the test always says: if two symbols are identical then branch in one 
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direction- if they aren't, take the other branch. So ultimately any such decision 

is made by abstracting until you get some equi . 

Mitktr- As a psychologist may I say a few words about this stimulus equi 

valence problem ^ As Lashley pointed out, there are two possibilities here, and 
*^Toth opernte One of them, of course, is that two things may be similar 
because the stimuli fire overlapping groups of neurons peripherally and, duei to 
the^way die organism is wired up in the firs, place any co^ 
been made between one set and a response will also be e 5“ U ™ *? , 
fired by the other stimulus. There are enough common cells fired by both 

" then*there are fire induced similarities, such as the fact that the Sbund 
f .« j «« A a a »* letters D—O—G, and the animal itself running along 

the floor all in a sense can produce a similar kind of response. The response is 
sometimes similar and sometimes different, which means, ^ * upp °“> 
have overlapping sets of cells fired and sometimes the common part controls 

the response and sometimes the unique parts. ; n the animal’s 

Now there is no reason why these groups should overlap m the animal s 
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ism of association between stimuli. where the 

Now this association process can also work (and I think th 
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It follows that the system must get more complex as time gu 
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elements in it become more and more specialized, that is to say lose decrees of 

orglTatiomf ' mPHCati ° nS ^ thiS haTO ^ 

™ EWELL: * have only one reac tion off the top on that one which is that in 
^ e t if nse ’ lf you take the Power of learning these differences, I am not at all 

tion frnm r th P ° Sltl0n aS State< ? holds ’ because the system is grabbing off informa¬ 
tion from the environment all the time and defining pairs of obiects and finding 
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ay attain a simple and neat set of differences. In some sense this nroeram is 

at y tf t tmg - be u ter u nd better matched t0 the environment. So it is not 
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Abstract of a Paper by E. W. Bastin {King's College, Cambridge England) 
CONCERNING A SeLF-ORGANIZING MACHINE (CASPAR) HAVING A HmRARCfflCA^ 
Structure of Algebraic Levels 

tVw TEM i f th f “ se l f -° r g anizi ng ” type is described which represents 
Werir?hv st ™ ctureof a scientific theory by means of levels arranged in a 
nbv^ t^ deCrea u ng com P lexity - This model is particularly applied to 
physical theory, whose central concepts are assumed to derive their 

in a r fieM -The Todef ™ "r deSC1 i be the behavior of a free P articIe 
!? a . ' The: model differs from the standard model of a scientific 

sch?™ J dlCh by P°* eses exist nt levels in a hypothetico-deductive 

wl l lc h th ? meanings of hypotheses in the top levels are 

f | .. 7 dlrec t interpretation of the hypotheses at the lowest 

levels which are deducible from them. In the present model all levels 

are directly interpreted, but the lower (more complex) levels enable us 

to make a more detailed analysis of the experimental field. 

a- (i l 7- I® rcpr “ ented in the model by a square array of elements 
V •" > m wh,c fi any element aij represents the probabiUty 
f transition between two elements i,} in a vector bt(k = 1 ...it). The 
elements of b are then formed into a square array of side length n so that 
“ 3 sec ° nd ’ higher, level of elements bij(i,j = \ ...ri) 

th at at i, any level lhe eIements change as the state of the system 
! ar ! geS are determined by feedback from other elements 
Semoil ln/ph 1 " 1613 0Ver ,. a fairly Iong period so that the system has a 
StkaSd Thf^n f "1 thc , matr ‘ x are sIow - Three levels are at present 
below that Isfi ™ contams 4 components, the next 16, and the level 
corresnonds tn ' ,h ^ arran g em . ent with a top level having four components 
mart co ordli! mh f enCe ” P hys,cs of a dimensional scheme, three 
d °° e tIme co-ordinate, and the possibility of 
m i ,tf™ 8 l i, b l. d ™ enSIOna it y. to , lhree under simple conditions (thus 
lh ,i, y ! I n0n 1 relat i lvist, c) IS imposed as a constraint upon the 

levehi then level \,T h e e . ffect s ° f this constraint at the various 

levels then make it possible to identify certain features of the working 
of the machme with more detailed physical concepts. 
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The hierarchy in the model may be thought of physically in the following 
way. The macroscopic properties of matter are usually supposed to be 
in principle calculable by a process of averaging over the individual 
effects due to the smaller systems that compose it. Moreover, these 
smaller systems are themselves assumed to arise by the averaging of 
smaller systems, and so on. One may therefore think of a hierarchy of 
states of aggregation of physical systems to each of which different sets 
of laws apply, and thus one may—in a natural way—link the successive 
stages of this aggregation process with the successive hierarchical levels 
in the CASPAR model. Now our most detailed physical theory- 
describing the least aggregated state of matter of which we have know¬ 
ledge—is the theory of the elementary particles. We therefore seek to 
interpret the lowest level of our model in terms of elementary particles, 
and a provisional technique for accomplishing this interpretation, and thus 
of incorporating experimental data ton the field of elementary particle 
physics into the model, is described*'^ 

The technique depends upon a \ theory of clumpJ bemfz developed by 
I. J. Good, R. M. Needham and ATTrTark^Siodes from a device 
due to T. T. Tanimoto. Naturally occurring objective groupings (clumps) 
are progressively built up by an iterative procedure from experimental 
data presented in the form of a binary incidence table in which each 
of a set of varieties of experimentally discernible objects is specified 
according as it possesses, or does not possess, the individual members of a 
set of n properties. It was suggested by Margaret Masterman that a 
binary incidence table consisting of the empirically recognizable elementary 
particles specified in terms of a set of “ quantum numbers ” might be 
taken as one of the square arrays (levels) in the CASPAR model. 
Behind this suggestion lies the hypothesis that elementary particles, both 
known and unknown, should arise as the clumps in this array, and that 
the model might be used to discover these clumps. 

The theory of clumps is valuable when no theoretical means of classifica¬ 
tion exists. This is the case with the newly discovered particles, except 
in so far as the theory of the interaction of the electron with the electro¬ 
magnetic field acts as a general guide. Thus simple elaborations and 
extensions of the theory of the electron provide us with a set of properties 
(quantum numbers) in terms of which we can describe particles in an 
experimentally well-defined manner. Moreover, a number of experiment¬ 
ally distinguishable particles exist of each of which we can assert either 
that it has, or that it has not, the property specified by each quantum 
number. (Here I assume a slight change to have been made in current 
nomenclature to convert quantum numbers into binary properties so that, 
for example, the quantum number “ charge ” which can have three values' 
is taken as three distinct, single-valued, properties). The theory of clumps 
now enables us to discard the implicit assumption (already strongly suspect 
on account of the diversity of new particles) that a satisfactory system of 
mechanics ought to predict unambiguously the properties of the particles 
of which matter is made up so that concepts provided by theory have a 
natural correspondence to properties exhibited by particles. The 
clump theory allows a new freedom. It may happen, according to our 
approach, that some clumps are consistent with groupings determined 
by the laws of physics as we know them, whereas other clumps—equally 
probable a priori— are inconsistent with them. The paradigm case of 
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the former class is the electron: particles of the opposite class are 
unstable. The laws of physics are represented in the CASPAR model 
by the structure of the upper levels, together with a constraint imposed 
on one element at the 4-level to distinguish it from the rest and so 
incorporate the space-time distinction into the model. 

This superimposed structure will cause some clumps of elements at 
the lowest level to produce stable modes of interaction of the model, 
whereas other clumps will be associated with unstable modes of inter¬ 
action or oscillation. The basis of interpretation of the activity of the 
model therefore consists in identifying stable and unstable modes of 
activity with stable and unstable particles respectively, and the existence of 
such stable and unstable modes of behavior has already been suggested 
by the experimental work that has been described. It is hoped that 
further investigation of stabilities of clumps will show agreement with 
particles known to exist, and may predict associations or clumps of 
properties corresponding to as yet unknown particles. An algorithm 
for relating the similarities on which clump theory depends to particle 
masses is suggested as a first step in the practical use of the model. 

A machine reproducing the top two levels of the model has been 
constructed in close collaboration with G. Pask using standard switching 
circuitry and servo-techniques, and the construction of this model 
has been of great assistance as a heuristic device throughout the early 
stages of the theory. This model is at present located in the Engineering 
Department of Swarthmore College, Swarthmore, Penn., U.S.A. where, 
with the advice and assistance of Dr. Carl Barus, parts of the machine 
have been replaced by simulation on a standard analog computer. 
A program representing these same two levels on the Cambridge digital 
computer, EDS AC, has been written and run by Needham. It is expected 
that future work will mainly utilize digital methods. 




THE MECHANIZATION OF 
THOUGHT PROCESSES 


Dr. A. M. Uttley 
National Physical Laboratory, England 

First of all I must thank the organizers of this conference for the 
honor of being asked to speak at this evening banquet. I am in 
some doubt as to whether this should be an evening lecture or an 
after-dinner speech; unwisely I am going to attempt to make it 
both. 

Firstly, I would like to survey the field of this conference and 
secondly, I would like to express some thoughts on its impact on 
the life and thought of the average man. 

For the last ten years or so we have witnessed attempts to imitate 
and explain thought processes in terms of the physical sciences. 
There have been different approaches and different degrees of 
progress but there are slowly emerging a number of common and 
agreed ideas. I think it is now possible to put together into a single 
pattern some of these ideas, and I will tie them to a diagram which 
is so simple that no lantern slide is needed, A black box labelled 
" computer ” has three inputs of which the first is from transducers 
which signal the changing state of the external world; the computer 
also has an output to controllers of the external world. The action 
taken by the controllers is reported back to form a second input 
to the computer. In parallel with this loop there is a second one; 
the consequences of the control actions in the external world appear 
at the first input. 

There is a very important third input to the computer which 
signals the goal of the system. 

The first input signals the state of the external world; this may be 
the state of a chemical process control plant or of a machine shop, 
a Russian manuscript awaiting translation, the contents of a library 
or other index, the present state of a mathematical process, sights 
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or sounds awaiting automatic recognition or indeed the same energy 
falling on the sense-receptors of an animal. In all these problems 
selection must be made before computation begins. In the first 
input channel we must insert a filter F and there is wide agreement 
that the mathematical principles of set theory must be embodied 
in this filter. One must select a class of inputs in terms of the 
presence or absence of properties. As the number of properties is 
increased the class narrows down and items irrelevant to the problem 
in hand are not passed on. The filtering is in terms of continuously 
varying probabilities determined in the computer, and I will return 
to this point later. 

Turning now to the computer, we can distinguish two broad 
classes of processing, deductive and statistical. In consequence there 
emerge from the computer propositions which follow from the 
data and hypotheses of varying probability. The latter will arise 
in the analysis of a census return, or of the behavior of an industrial 
or a mathematical process, or in a man’s observation of his muscular 
movements when attempting to acquire some new motor skill. 

It is these computer outputs which are used to control the external 
physical world. Deductive outputs are used in existing servo- 
controllers because sufficient mathematical information has been 
fed in; a good example is the automatic pilot in an aeroplane. A 
very important new fact is that if there is insufficient information 
for this deductive control, there still can be control in terms of hypo¬ 
theses arising in the computer. But there must be two new features 
in the system. Firstly there must be random trial of different forms 
of control; these will be initiated by some source of random noise. 
The computer will then receive information of: 

(а) the present state of the external world; 

(б) the control changes which have been tried; 

(c) the consequences in the external world. 

Based on these facts the computer can compute the probabilities of 
hypotheses of the following form: 

“ In given circumstances a certain control will lead to particular 
consequences.” 

The second new feature is that a third input, introduced here for 
the first time, must select one of the consequences as a desirable 
goal. When this input occurs the computer can continually calculate, 
for each control movement previously tried, the probability that it 
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will lead to the goal; all these probabilities will continually alter 
with the changing state of the external world. 

Automatic control in terms of hypotheses consists, then, in causing 
the above probabilities to modify the probability distribution of 
the noise source which generated the originally randomly chosen 
control movements; there must be an increased probability that 
the control which was successful in the past will be tried again. The 
principle of classification previously brought in for filtering input 
data must be used again in the selection of control changes; the 
same idea of selection by narrowing classes seems to be essential. 

The principles here described appear to apply whether the goal 
is the optimization of a physical or a mathematical process. An 
example of the latter would be the problem of solving a set of 
simultaneous logical equations; if the number of variables is large 
all possible sets of values cannot be tried. Only if information is 
gained and used, during random trial, can such a problem be solved 
in a reasonable time. 

Two further feedback loops must be added to the diagram. The 
filter which selects input data for relevance can act only on past 
experience, and it too, must be under the control of the hypotheses 
fed out from the computer; i.e. selection of input must be by the 
same principle on which random control is selected. 

Lastly, the third “ goal ” input may be one of a series of sub-goals 
selected as above by an evolving master-goal within the computer. 

The research covered by this conference raises a number of very 
important questions in the mind of the average man. Will there be 
unemployment? Shall we make brains? Are we debunking man? 

As to the first question, machines will slowly take over from men 
all the tedious thinking which yet must be done without error; 
all the sorting and checking and counting and repetitive calculation 
which, frankly, makes machines of us. In less than a century such 
work will be as unthinkable as the transport of goods on the backs 
of slaves and man will be released for creative work which will 
satisfy him and give him joy. Rather than unemployment there will 
be re-employment in the “ clerical revolution ” which began ten 
years ago. But farsighted planning is essential. 

Secondly, we shall not make brains any more than we shall make 
muscles. The aim, rather, is to understand the manifold functions of 
the brain and so ourselves. Instead of using the word “ mind ” we 
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prefer, to-day, to use the word “ thinking.” It embraces a large 
number of activities as yet little understood but already we may 
venture to resolve the “ thinking-matter ” problem by suggesting 
that thinking is a property of matter, matter in its most highly 
organized state—the nerve cell. And the word “ consciousness ” 
may, like “ ether,” disappear from our scientific language, not by 
denying obvious facts, but from a deeper understanding of them. 

Using the languages of set theory and probability we may suggest 
that an idea is a probability relation between a set and a subset. 
Learning consists of the construction of supersets from subsets. 
From bricks we build houses; from houses we build towns. Whence 
come the bricks ? The smallest bricks are our sensations, but from 
these alone a wolf-child will be constructed. Our parents and teachers 
give us much larger bricks; from these we build the hypotheses 
which not only determine our goals but also the filter with which we 
select further bricks. The hypotheses determine what I will and will 
not do in certain circumstances—and this is my character. Subsets 
of my character with its evolving goals pass on to those I meet, so 
I do not five in vain. 



